N
~— Fourth edition
o —

-~ Broadcast

\\ Journalisim

lechniques of:
Radio & 1V Nets

Andrew Boyd




BROADCAST
JOURNALISM

Techniques of Radio and TV News

Fourth Edition

ANDREW BOYD

ssssssssss



To Michael and Laura and all my students
- the voices of tomorrow

Speaking the truth in love . . .
- Ephesians 4:15

Focal Press
An imprint of Butterworth-Heinemann
Linacre House, Jordan Hill, Ox ford OX2 8DP
225 Wildwood Avenue, Woburn, MA 01801-2041
A division of Reed Educational and Professional Publishing Ltd

—&A member of the Reed Elsevier plc group

OXFORD AUCKLAND BOSTON
JOHANNESBURG MELBOURNE NEW DELHI

First published 1988
Reprinted 1990
Second edition 1993
Reprinted 1993
Third edition 1994
Reprinted 1995
Fourth edition 1997
Reprinted 1998 (twice), 1999

© Andrew Boyd 1988, 1993, 1994, 1997

Allrights reserved. No part of this publication
may be reproduced in any material form (including
photocopying or storing in any medium by electronic
means and whether or not transiently or incidentally
to some other use of this publication) without the
written permission of the copyright holder except in
accordance with the provisions of the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988 or under the terms of a
licence issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd,
90 Tottenham Court Road, London, England W1P 9HE.
Applications for the copyright holder's written permission
to reproduce any part of this publication should be addressed
to the publishers

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Boyd, Andrew
Broadcast journalism: techniques of radio and TV news
1. Broadcast journalism - 4Rev.ed
1. Title
070.190941

ISBN 0 240 51465 3

Composition by Scribe Design, Gillingham, Kent
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Bookcraft (Bath) Ltd.

LAN’-F A )N
| BT
Hestnhy Trust for
Conservation Voluntecrs

FOR EVERY TITLE THAT WE PUBLISH, BUTTERWORTH-KEINEMANN
WILL PAY FOR BTCV TO PLANT AND CARE FOR A TREE.




Titles in the series
Series editor. F.W. Hodgson

BROADCAST JOURNALISM Andrew Boyd

THE FREELANCE ]OURNALIST Christopher Dobson

JOURNALISM WORKBOOK Brendan Hennessy and F. W. Hodgson
LAW AND THE MEDIA Tom Crone

MAGAZINE JOURNALISM TODAY Anthony Davis

MODERN NEWSPAPER PRACTICE F.W. Hodgson

NEWSPAPER LANGUAGE Nicholas Bagnall

PICTURE EDITING Tom Ang

PRACTICAL NEWSPAPER REPORTING Ceoffrey Harris and David Spark
PRACTICAL PHOTOJOURNALISM Martin Keene

SUBEDITING F.W. Hodgson

WRITING FEATURE ARTICLES Brendan Hennessy



BROADCAST
JOURNALISM




Acknowledgements
Foreword

How to use this book
List of illustrations

Part One

NEWS GATHERING

1 What is news?
Proximity
Relevance
Immediacy
Interest
Drama
Entertainment
Different types of news
Emergencies
Crime
Local and national
government
Planning and
developments
Conflict and
controversy
Pressure groups
Industry
Health
Human interest
Personalities
Sport
Seasonal news
Special local interest
Weather
Traffic
Animals

BROADCAST JOURNALI

N0 0101 A1 W

]

]

O O WWOooeomOomo oo~

—_——

Checklist
Fieldwork

2 News sources
Reporters
Contacts
Newsroom diary
Files
Check calls
Emergency services radio
The 10 code
Politicians
Pressure groups
Staged events
The protest
The announcement
The set-piece
News releases
Syndicated tapes
Freelances
Advantages and
disadvantages of
using stringers
Tip-offs
Hoaxes
Wire services and news
agencies
The network
Other news media
‘Get the father...’
Shared material
Fieldwork

3 Getting the story
Newsroom conference
Copytasting

Balance of news
Visuals and actuality
The brief

The angle

10
11

12
I3
I3
I3
14
15
16
16
17
17
17
18
18
18
19
19
21

21
22
22

23
24
26
27
28
28

29
29
30
30
31
31
33

CONTENTS

Chasing the contact 34
Staged news conferences 36
Beating the clock 36
Work to sequence 37
Don't panic 37
Fieldwork 38

WRITING FOR BROADCAST

4 Conversational writing 39

Telling the story 40
Writing for a mass

audience 41
No second chance 42
Confusing clauses 44
Inverted sentences 44
Plain English 44
Familiar words 45
Easy listening 45
Accurate English 46
Keep it concrete 47
Make 1t interesting 48
Contractions 48
Rhythm 49
Fieldwork 50
5 Newswriting 52
The news angle 52
Multi-angled stories 53
Hard news formula 54
The intro 54
Placing key words 55
Feature openers 57
Developing the story 58
The WHAT formula 58
Signposting 59
Last line 60
Last words 60
Accuracy 61
Fieldwork 64



Contents

6 Broadcast style book
Clichés
Journalese
Hyperbole
Adjectives
Quotations
Attribution
Contentious statements
Immediacy

Active

Positive
Redundancies
Repetition
Homonyms
Singular or plural?
Pronouns
Punctuation
Spelling
Abbreviations
Figures

Proof reading
Ambiguity
Fieldwork

INTERVIEWING

1 The interview

The interviewer’s skill

Different types of
interview

A disaster story?
Hard news
Informational
Investigative
Adversarial
Interpretative
Personal
Emotional
Entertainment
Actuality only
Telephone or remote
Vox pop and multiple
Grabbed

The disaster story
continues...

Fieldwork

65
65
67
68
69
69
69
70
71
12
i3
i3
i
74
74
74
74
75
75
S
76
17
17

79
80

80
80
82
83
83
84
85
85
86
87
87
88
88
89

90
91

8 Setting up the intexrview 92

Background

vi

93

A plan of campaign —

the questions 93
Get your facts right 93
Fit the brief 94
Check arrangements 94
Approach 94

Pre-chat 95

Body language 96

Discussing the

questions 96

The questions 97

Using notes 98
Ask questions that

will get answers 98

Yes/no questions 98

Avold questions that
call for monologues 99
Short, single idea

questions 100
Progress from point

to point 100
Building bridges 100

Avoid double questions 101
Keep the questions

relevant 101
Avoid leading

questions 101
Mixing statements

with questions 102

Beware of questions
that would be out

of date 103
Avoid sounding
ignorant 103
Winding up the interview 103
Finish strongly 103

Being interviewed
yourself: the Q & A 104
Introducing actuality 105
Fieldwork 105

THE NEWS PROGRAMME

9 From 2 minute headlines

to 24 hour news 108
The bulletin 109
News programmes 109
Documentary 109
Vérite 109

24 hour news 111
Who does what? 112
Network TV news 112
Local radio news 113
Fieldwork 113

10 Item selection and orxder

‘A fair picture...’ 114
Second thoughts 116
Item order 116
1 The significance of 117
the story
2 The material impact 117
of the story

3 Audience reaction 117
4 The topicality of the 117

story
5 The immediacy 117
factor
6 Sport/specialisms 118
7 Linking items 118
8 Actuality/pictures 118
9 ‘And finally...' 118
Local considerations 118
Foreign coverage 119
Producing a running
order 122
Fieldwork 122

11 Putting the show together
Establishing programme 123

identity
Winning an audience - 124
the openers
Keeping an audience — 124
headlines and
promotions 124
Actuality 125
Pictures 126
Graphics 127

Programme balance —
being all things to all

people 127

Groupings and variety 128

Rhythm and pace 130
And now the good

news 132
Fieldwork 132



12 Making the programme

fit 134
Cutting 134
Filling 136
Backtiming 137
Fieldwork 137

PRESENTING THE NEWS

13 News anchors and

presenters 138
The talent 138
Anchors versus

newsreaders 139
Qualities of a

newscaster 140
Women newscasters 140
More than just a

newsreader... 141
Professionalism 142
Voice 143
Fieldwork 144
14 ‘On-air!’ 146
Performance 146
Presence 147
Getting through to the

audience: rapport 148
Know your material 149
Ad-libs 150
The gate 151
Making a swift

recovery 151
Corpsing 153
Relaxation 153
Fieldwork 154

15 Newsreading

mechanics 156
Speed 156
Breathing 156
Projection 158
Emphasis 158
Pitch 159
Microphone technique 159
Using the prompter 161
Noise, noise, noise 162
Bringing the story to life 162
Fieldwork 164

DUTIES AND DILEMMAS

16 Power, freedom

and responsibility 167
Power 167
Regulation 168
‘Independence’ 169
Censorship in

developing nations 170

The myth of objectivity 172
Opinion and comment 172
Campaigning

journalism 173

Impartiality under fire 173

Responsible reporting 174
Reporting disorder 174

Camera bias 176
Distortion 177
Sensationalism 178
Good taste 178
Privacy 180
Internal pressures on

reporting 182
Resources 182
Selection 182

Pressures of ratings 183
Pressures of

advertising 183
The law 184
Libel 184

National Union of
Journalists' code of
professional conduct 185
Fieldwork 186

Part Two

RADIO

INSIDE THE BBC WORLD
SERVICE
17 The best of British 189

The newsroom 190
Foreign correspondents 191
Bi-media reporting 192
The news conference 193
The stories 194
Accuracy 196
The service 196
Newsdesk 198

Contents

Newsreaders
Independence
The Way Ahead?
Fieldwork

198
201
201
205

RADIO NEWS COVERAGE

18 Story treatment

Newsflash

Headline

Copy story

Voicer or voice report

Teaser or taster

Voice report from the
scene

Interview

Newsclip

Package

Mini-wrap

Fieldwork

THE EQUIPMENT

19 Principles of
recording
Tape
Reclaiming tape
Care of tapes
Cartridges
Pros and cons of carts
Digital carts
Principles of recording
Sound
How tape recordings
are made
Tape heads
Tracks
Video recording
Digital recording
Bias
Equalization
Noise reduction
Types of
microphone
Fieldwork

206
201
208
209
209
210

211
213
218
216
219
221

222
223
224
225
225
225
221
221
221
221

228
228
228
228
229
229
229
229

231

20 Using portable sound

recorders

232

vil



Contents

Reel-to-reel versus
cassette: advantages
and disadvantages
Reel-to-reel: The

UHER

Automatic level control

versus manual
Cassette: The
Marantz
Digital recorders
DAT
MiniDisc
DCC
Solid-state
Before the interview
Mike handling
Lining up the victim
Setting up the room
Dealing with
distractions
The level check
Are you sitting
comfortably?
Logging the tape
Maintain eye contact
Adjusting levels
Fieldwork

21 Editing
“You can't see the
join...”

Editing a bulletin clip
Unethical editing
Digital audio recording

Cut and paste
Multi-tracking

Bells and whistles
Analogue editing

Marking and cutting

The editing block

Leader tape

Dub editing
Mixing

Setting levels
Types of fade
Fieldwork

232

234

235

236
238
238
239
239
240
240
240
241
241

241
242

242
242
242
243
243

244

245
246
246
247
248
249
250
250
251
253
253
254
254
255
251
257

22 The studio today and

radio tomorrow

viil

259

On-air studio

Talks studio

The contributions studio

Remote studios

Radio car

Outside broadcast
vehicle

Portable telephones

Telephone reports
Phone levels

Obscenity button

The touchscreen studio

Tomorrow today
DAB

Fieldwork

Part Three
TELEVISION

INSIDE ITN

23 Independent

Television News

Getting the news

The editors

The producers

Cetting the programme
on air

Fieldwork

24 A story is born
Chasing the story
The ring round
Shooting the soundbite
Edit suite

Chasing pictures
Anya

Feed

Piece to camera
Compiling the report
Fieldwork

TV NEWS COVERAGE

25 Gathering the news

ENG (electronic news-
gathering) versus film
Cameraperson
Recordist
Lighting technician

259
260
260
261
262

262
262
262
264
264
265
266
267
268

271
212
274
215

219
280

281
282
282
284
285
288
288
290
290
291
292

294

294
296
299
300

Video-journalist 302
The outside broadcast 303
Cetting the story back 304

Master control room 306
Fieldwork 306
26 Camera shots 307
The shots 307
Camera positions 311
Sequence of shots 311
Shot length 312
Grab action shots first S)IE3
Shoot for impact S}
Context Sl
Pictures should

complement the

narrative 314
Sound 314
Cutaways 315

Telescoping the action 316

Reverses 316
The line 318
Continuity 318
Pieces to camera 319
Planning - the full

treatment 320
Fieldwork 321

TV SCRIPTWRITING

271 Writing the script 323
The cue (lead, or link) 324

Writing to sound 324
Keep detail to a

minimum 326
Script layout 326
Balancing words with

pictures 329
Using the library 330
Fieldwork 332

COMPILING THE REPORT
28 Editing the image 334

Editing videotape 335
The tape 335
The tape editor 335



The editing suite
The timer
The edit controller
Video mixing
Recording the
commentary
Audio mixing
Playing the tape on air
The video cartridge
Digital editing
Editing film
Fieldwork

29 VISUALS
Stills
Screening stills
Film library
Electronic graphics
Graphic stills
and animations
Painting with light
Titles and captions
Overlays
Chromakey
Back projection
Fieldwork

335
335
335
336

336
336
337
337
331
340
342

343
343
344
344
344

344
345
346
348
348
349
350

THE NEWS STUDIO

30 ‘Standby for
transmission...’
The set
Lighting
Cameras
Sound
The floor manager
Prompting
Control room
The director
Other personnel
Running order
Fieldwork

PUSHING BACK THE
FRONTIERS

31 New media

Satellite TV

Cable TV

Digital TV

Teletext

Internet journalism

The computerized
newsroom

351
352
352
353
354
354
355
355
356
357
358
359

361
361
362
363
364
366

369

Contents

And next?
Fieldwork

APPENDICES

1 A career in TV and
radio

Jobs in radio

Television

The multiskilled journalist

Freelancing
Union membership
Getting started
Approaching news
editors
The interview
Training courses

Degree or not degree...?

Personal qualities

371
312

374

374
3175
315
376
376
3117
377

319
379
380
381
382

2 Addresses of vocational

and pre-vocational
courses in
broadcasting
Glossary

Further reading

Index

385

391
399
401



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Sincere and grateful thanks to all who have borne with me, opened their doors
to me, put themselves out for me, supplied pictures, information and advice,
and managed to keep smiling throughout my barrage of foolish questions.
Without your help and support this book would not have been possible.

ITN Stewart Purvis, Editor in Chief; Malcolm Munro, News Editor; Robin
Elias, Programme Editor, News at Ten; Lawrence McGinty, Health and
Science Editor; Anya Sitaram, Health and Science Reporter and Roger
Lorenz, Cameraman; Press Office.

BBC World Service Bob Jobbins, Editor; Peter Brooks, Managing Editor; Ian
Richardson, News Development Editor WSTV; Ian Miller, Assistant Editor;
Jenny Cole, Intake Editor; John McLean, Newshour News Producer; Andrew
Whitehead, Delhi sponsored stringer; Lawrence ReeveJones and Paul
Jenkinson, Announcers; Press Office..

Thanks also to Mike Dodd; Kim Sabido; Paul Cleveland, ABC; Judith Melby,
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation; Harry Radcliffe, CBS; Freda Morris,
NBC; Malcolm Downing, Pepita Conlon and Ian Henderson, Australian
Broadcasting Corporation; John Rodman and Annette Bosworth, WEEI,
Boston; Broadcast News, Canada; Federation of Australian Broadcasters;
Canadian Bureau for International Education; Scottish Television;
Broadcasting Corporation of New Zealand; Simon Ellis, BBC Essex; Katrina
Balmforth, Chiltern Radio; Penny Young, BBC Northampton; Gerry
Radcliffe and Tony Delahunty, Pennine Radio, Henry Yelf; BBC Radio
Solent; Jim Greensmith, Radio Hallam; Richard Bestic; Rob McKenzie;
Capital Radio; BBC Southern Counties Radio; Peter Everett; BBC;
LBC/IRN; BBC General News Service; Reuters News Agency; Media Touch
Systems Inc.; Reuters TV; WTN; Tyne Tees TV; HTV; Grampian TV;
County Sound; Uher; Marantz Audio UK; EDS Portaprompt; Nagra
Kudelski SA; E.-W.0. Bauch Ltd; Sony Broadcast Litd; UK Press Gazette;
British Rail Press Office; Panasonic; Avid; ASC; Digital Audio Labs Inc.;
Miles Kington, Writer; Posy Simmonds, Cartoonist and Martin Romanwicz,
illustrator.

Special thanks to Gerard Mansell, former Managing Editor, BBC External
Services.

During the writing of this book some of the above titles will almost certainly
have changed as friends and colleagues moved on to better things.

Whilst every effort has been made to contact copyright holders, the
publisher would like to hear from anyone whose copyright has unwittingly
been infringed.




FOREWORD

It is less than sixty years since broadcast news began to take over from the
press as the prime source of up-to-date information about current events in
the world at large. The turning point was almost certainly the European crisis
which culminated in the Munich agreement of September 1938. Then war
seemed inevitable and radio, for the first time, showed that it could deliver
news to an anxious audience faster and with more immediacy than the best
run newspapers. The Second World War confirmed the trend, not just in
Britain itself, where the nation gathered each night round its wireless sets to
listen to the Nine O’Clock News for an authoritative account of the swaying
fortunes of war, but more widely through the BBC’s European and Overseas
Services, which established then standards of reliability and professionalism
which have been maintained to this day.

Yet the BBC, then a monopoly, had been slow in appreciating the impor-
tance of broadcast news. Reith, its founder, and his senior colleagues were
deeply suspicious of journalists, and it was not until 1937 that the BBC
appointed its first professional, R.T. Clark, to be its News Editor. The previ-
ous year, a proposal by a young, newly-recruited Topical Talks Assistant,
Richard Dimbleby, for the creation of a team of BBC reporters and the intro-
duction of voiced reports in bulletins had fallen on deaf ears. So had a
proposal for the setting up of a corps of BBC correspondents put forward
by Commander Stephen King-Hall, a noted broadcaster of the period.

Andrew Boyd’s book vividly reflects the distance travelled since those early
days and graphically portrays the vast new industry which the growth of the
broadcast news media has brought into being. It is not just that news has
become the staple ingredient par excellence of both radio and television. Nor
is it just that nowadays far more people get their daily ration of news from
hearing it or seeing it, than from reading it. It is also that the number of
sources of broadcast news has greatly increased with the proliferation of radio
and television channels, and that technological advances have brought the
gathering, processing and presentation of news to a remarkably high pitch of
speed and sophistication.

Andrew Boyd rightly focuses on the skills required in a profession which
long ago ceased to be the province of talented amateurs. Young people who
read his book will find in it not only a profusion of first-hand information
about what it is like to work ‘at the coal face’ in this demanding trade and
on how news is gathered, processed, edited and packaged in the various
sectors of the television and radio industries, but also a great deal of practi-
cal instruction on the craft of television and radio news broadcasting, from
the first indications of a breaking story to the full treatment in a news
programme. But behind the hard-nosed, down-to-earth approach of the
experienced news editor there is the frequently reaffirmed awareness of the
special responsibilities of broadcasting journalists and the fundamental values
— independence, integrity, dedication to the truth — without which there can
be no good journalism, however well developed the skills.

Gerard Mansell

Former Deputy Director-General of the BBC; Managing Director of BBC
World Service and Chairman of the Joint Advisory Committee for the Training
of Radio Fournalists, now NCTBY¥ (National Council for the Training of
Broadcast Fournalists)
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The pace of change is hotting up. When I sat down to write the first
edition of this book a decade ago I never imagined it might run to
four editions — nor that the need would exist for that. But new technol-
ogy and new techniques are turning broadcasting inside out. This
fourth edition of Broadcast Fournalism reflects those extensive changes
and may even anticipate a few of the new media opportunities peering
over the horizon.

But above all, Broadcast Fournalism is a practical manual for
reporters eager to make a career in the hectic world of broadcasting.
It offers a clear insight into the arena of electronic news and, with
extensive illustrations, provides step-by-step practical instruction in all
the essential skills of broadcast reporting.

The three main parts — Broadcast Journalism, Radio, and Television
— systematically lay the foundations required by the aspiring broadcast
journalist.

Part One deals with the business of newswriting, newsgathering,
interviewing, programme making and presentation, focusing on the
common ground between radio and television.

Parts Two and Three place those skills firmly in the context of the
radio and TV newsroom. Each begins by taking the reader behind the
scenes, first to experience the atmosphere in the internationally
respected newsroom of the BBC World Service in London and then
to the stimulating world of ITN.

How the equipment works and how the reporter should use it is
clearly explained in the sections on television and radio, which offer
instruction in the basics of camerawork, recording for radio, editing
pictures and audio — incorporating the latest digital technology — and
TV scriptwriting.

A section on careers outlines the jobs available and offers a plan of
campaign for those determined to break into broadcasting, from the
first approach to preparing for the interview. The question of training
is covered and a preliminary list of courses is given.

Each chapter ends with a set of practical suggestions for developing
the skills outlined. These form the basis of a training course which you
can use to teach yourself or others.

xii



How to use this book

The aim has been to produce a comprehensive manual — a tool —
to be grasped and used by students, teachers and practitioners of
broadcast journalism alike.

Andrew Boyd
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BROADGCAST
JOURNALISM

The quintessence of journalism as high art: filling the void at zero hour
on a subject you know absolutely nothing about.
— TONY SAMSTAG, BBC WORLD SERVICE STRINGER, OSLO
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Figure 1 ‘Going live ...". Producing 100 hours of radio news
each week for 140 million listeners .... The BBC World
Service (Andrew Boyd)



NEWS GATHERING

1 What is news?

‘Tidings, new or interesting information, fresh events reported.’
— CONCISE OXFORD DICTIONARY

‘News Is the first rough draft of history.’ — BEN BRADLEE

‘News Is the immediate, the important, the things that have impact
on our lives.” — FREDA MORRIS, NBC

‘When a dog bites a man, that is not news, but when a man bites a
dog, that is news.’ — CHARLES DANA

‘News iIs anything that makes a reader say, “Gee Whiz!™
— ARTHUR McEWEN

Whatever news may be, there is more of it about than ever before.
And more people are abandoning their newspapers and turning to TV
to find out what is going on in the world.

Seventy-one per cent give TV as their main source of domestic
news. In a decade, the numbers who turn to TV first for their local
news has doubled, and, for the up and coming generation TV news
is six times more popular than print.*

So broadcast news rules. But what are the rules that govern the
news?

Most editors would agree that newsgathering is more of an art than
a science. But ask them to agree on today’s top stories and many would
come to blows. To select stories to satisfy a given audience you are
said to need a ‘nose’ for news.

But if it were all a matter of nature rather than nurture there would
be no excuse for a textbook like this. So let’s look at the elements no
self-respecting news story can be without.

*Independent Television Commission Surveys, April 1996, 1995 and 1993. There are signs that
the regional press is beginning to stage a comeback against the ubiquitous box, but local
radio is given as a primary source of news by just 10-11 per cent of respondents.
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PROXIMITY

RELEVANCE

IMMEDIACY

SMALL EARTHQUAKE IN CHILE - NOT MANY DEAD

This headline was a little joke by a Times sub-editor and has all the
resounding impact of a damp squib. It was intended to be everything
news is not — undramatic, remote and unimportant — though the irony
would have been lost on anyone living in Chile.

Yet this spoof has something to say about the nature of news. For
a story to have impact, it has to be relevant. For news to be relevant,
it has to have proximity. Huge problems for them are less important
than small problems for wus.

Even when the proximity gap is narrowed, a news item may fail to
interest different groups within the same country. A surge in the price
of coffee might shake up the businessmen of Nairobi, but fail to stir
the fishermen and woodcarvers of Mombasa. But if the price of coffee
crashed, the item would come home to everyone in Kenya — the
economy would slump and they would all be affected.

But even when a story has both proximity and relevance, the
reaction it provokes in you will depend on your upbringing, environ-
ment, education, background, beliefs, and morality. In other words,
news values are subjective.

Despite that, every editor would agree that the greater the effect
of a story on listeners’ lives, their income and emotions, the more
important that item will be. And every editor knows that if a news
service is to win and hold an audience, the bulk of its stories must
have impact on most of the people most of the time.

‘Yesterday’s newspaper is used to wrap fish and yesterday’s
broadcast does not exist at all.” — MARTIN MAYER

‘The strength of radio is its immediacy. Exploit that by constantly
up-dating stories and keeping them fresh. We're telling people
what's happening now.’

— MALCOLM SHAW, NEWS EDITOR, INDEPENDENT RADIO

‘Radio news is what happened five minutes ago and its impact on
what is going to happen in the next five minutes.’
— RICHARD BESTIC, PARLIAMENTARY CORRESPONDENT

News is about what is happening now, or the first inkling of something
that happened earlier but was hushed up. And nowhere is news more
immediate than in broadcasting. ‘You catch it hve!” used to be the
catchphrase of one radio station’s sports service. It is a boast the
printed word can never match.




INTEREST

DRAMA

ENTERTAINMENT

What is news?

To the broadcast journalist, what happened yesterday is dead and
buried. There has to be something new to say, some fresh angle. And
with hourly headlines, even what went on at eleven will have to be
updated for noon.

To put it another way: news is only news while it 1s new.

‘Worthy, but dull’ is one of the most damning indictments you could
make about a news report. News should make you suck in your breath
and exclaim, sit up, take notice and listen.

Broadcast news is often criticized for pandering to the popular taste,
but by its very nature, broadcasting caters for the mass interest, rather
than that of a minority. Stories must have a wide appeal or most of
the audience will change channels.

The skill of the newswriter comes in drawing out the relevance of
a story and presenting it clearly and factually while making the most
of every scrap of interest. This way the newswriter can give the
audience what it needs to know — as well as what it wants to know.

The most interesting element in news is often people — showbusi-
ness personalities, celebrities, big-name politicians, royalty — elite
people, who we know only from a distance and who interest us out of
curiosity, envy, admiration, malice or affection; people through whom
we live our lives vicariously, or whose actions and decisions influence
and shape our existence.

Dramatic events of the stranger-than-fiction variety make striking
headlines. Shotgun sieges, violent crimes, car chases, cliff-top rescues
— the greater the drama, the greater its prominence in a bulletin.
Excitement, danger, adventure, conflict, have as great an appeal to the
newswriter as the novelist or movie-maker.

The art of newswriting is closely related to storytelling — news items
are referred to as stories — but if the writer is to maintain integrity and
credibility, the temptation to dress up the facts to make them more
like fiction has to be avoided.

In some journalistic circles entertainment is still a dirty word, but news
and showbusiness often go hand in glove. There is an element of
performance in the presentation of news and sometimes pure enter-
tainment in its writing. The kicker or tailpiece is a prime example. This
is the light or humorous story at the end of a bulletin, immortalized
in the UK by I'TN, whose policy to ‘leave ’em smiling’ is pure showbiz.

Information and entertainment are often held in tension. Where
news ends and entertainment begins is more than a matter of house
style. It is one of the more important questions facing the news media
today. Where that line is drawn will depend on the target audience for
a programme and the priority that is placed on high ratings. The surest
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DIFFERENT
TYPES OF NEWS

‘Steven McBride is 20 years old.’
So what? It might be information, but it's not news.

‘Half his short life has been spent in prisons, borstals and other
institutions.’

Well, that's sad and may be of some interest to somebody
because it is unusual, but it is still not news.

‘Steven McBride is coming out today . . . a free man.'

It is information, it has some interest and it is new because he is
coming out today, but it is still not news.

‘Three months ago, McBride was sentenced to life for the murder
of his parents.’

His parents. Now this is important. How can a man who has been
charged with murdering his parents be let out of prison after
only three months?

‘New evidence has come to light to show conclusively that McBride
did not commit the murders and that the killer is still on the loose
and has already struck again.’

The information is new, interesting, and important, but for it to be
newsworthy, it would have to be relevant to you, the audience. If
the murders were committed in your home town — that is news —
and local radio and TV there would almost certainly run it as
their lead.

way to boost those ratings is to increase the amount of entertainment
that goes into the mix.

Many first-time visitors to a newsroom ask the same question: ‘where
do you ger all your news?” The answer is, it may not grow on trees,
but there is usually plenty to be found if you know where to look, as
the rest of this chapter explains.

‘We reflect our audience’s real priorities,” says Dean Squire of BBC
Radio Leicester, first of the BBC’s local radio stations. ‘Our aim is to
bring people news both from around the corner and around the world.*

After cutting their teeth on bread and butter stories, many reporters
think about moving on to network news or television. But whether a
news story is local, national or international, it will usually fall into one
or more of the following categories:

*‘10 Million Listeners and Still Counting’, Radio Times, 7 November 1992.



Emergencies

Crime

Local and national
government

Planning and
developments

Conflict and
controversy

What is news?

The emergency services deal with the high points of human drama -
fires, sea or mountain rescues — whenever human life is at risk there
is a story.

Accidents are a steady but unpredictable source of news, but the
larger the area covered by the news service, the more serious these will
have to be to warrant coverage, otherwise the bulletins would be full
of little else, so reporting of accidents is usually confined to death or
serious injury.

Rising crime rates offer a steady source of news. The larger the area,
the more crime there will be, so only more serious offences are likely
to be reported.

Crime stories have many phases, from the actual incident, to the
police raid, arrest, and eventual appearance in court.

‘Crime Is still a big one. People love crime stories, they really do,
no matter where in the world you are people want to know about
what is happening on the streets; the murder, the rapes, the
robberies - that occupies a fairly large chunk of time.’

— ANNETTE BOSWORTH, WEEI, BOSTON*

Every action of government — locally or nationally — has a bearing on
a potential audience, and whatever affects an audience is news. To
prevent bulletins becoming swamped with items from city hall, news
policy is usually to report only the stories that have the greatest effect
on the largest number of people.

Building developments are news which is emerging before your eyes. Big
plans make big news, and new projects, leisure complexes, shopping malls
and housing schemes which impact on an area are certain to be given the
big news treatment in any local newsroom. Nationally, the difference is
one of scale. Newsworthy developments would include major road build-
ing schemes, new townships, dams and other large projects.

But the concept of developments as news expands beyond public
works to mean any form of major change that is happening or is about
to happen that will affect a given audience.

‘Almost inevitably, anything that threatens people’s peace,
prosperity or well-being is news and likely to make headlines.’
— ALASTAIR HETHERINGTONT

*From WEEI, video by Ian Hyams.
tFrom News, Newspapers and Television, Macmillan 1985.
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Pressure groups

Industry

Health

Human interest

Personalities

Sport

Seasonal news

News is about change — events that shape our society and alter the way
we live. Conflict is the essence of drama, and the dramatic makes news.

This can be physical clashes in the streets or a conflict of ideals —
a row at the local council or in Parliament. Where actions or ideas
mean upheavals in society, then that conflict is news.

Every issue in the public eye has those who are for it and those who
are against it. Broadcast journalism can cover what is happening,
stimulate debate, and bring important issues into sharper focus.

Pressure groups are people who have organized themselves to stir up
controversy. They either want change or are opposed to it, so their
demands usually make news. Reaction to government policy, events
or developments can make effective follow-ups to a story. The reporter
seeks out the players in the underlying conflict, exposes the contro-
versy and so uncovers the news.

Employment is a major factor in most people’s lives, so developments
in industry make big news, whether they concern layoffs or increased job
recruitment which will affect the workforce and prosperity of an area.

Health makes news, from outbreaks of mad cow disease to a shortage
of blood donors.

A human interest story may be defined as an extraordinary thing that
has happened to an ordinary person. Soft news is lightweight material
which people like to hear, such as who has won the pools or discov-
ered a Ming vase in their shed. It is the unusual, ironic, or offbeat;
the sort of story that people enjoy talking about in pubs and bars.

Visiting personalities, royalty or politicians are usually good for a local
news item, especially if their visit is linked to a local event or occasion.
Nationally, the bigger the name, the more likely it is to make news.
The more entertainment a station mixes with its news, the more
prominently personalities — especially from showbusiness — are likely
to feature.

Many in the audience tolerate the news only because they know if they
stay tuned they will get the latest football, cricket or rugby results.
Local teams and clubs often feature strongly in the local news,
especially if they are doing well or badly in their leagues, and this is
reflected at a national level, where news usually focuses on the promo-
tion battles and relegation struggles that mark the changing fortunes
of the top and bottom teams.

Seasonal news includes Christmas shopping, January sales, the first
cuckoo, the tourist season, seasonal unemployment.




Special local
interest

Weather (Figure 3)

What is news?

No two news areas are the same. Each will throw up stories peculiar
to its own geography and make-up. An area with a car factory will
create news about recruitment, layoffs, new models and the fortunes
of the company. A seaport with a naval base will produce stories of
warships stationed there and naval exercises involving local ships and
men. A mountainous region will generate items about missing climbers
and mountain rescues.

Special features give an area its identify. Audience loyalty is built
when a station is seen to be providing a truly local news service.

Regular weather updates are one of the main features in the local
news.

TV companies spend a great deal of money providing a high quality
weather service. On the national news satellite pictures are often
combined with detailed graphics and elaborate weather maps.

Weather normally follows the news, but at times of extreme condi-
tions, the weather itself will make headlines. Radio comes into its own
when there are flash floods, droughts or serious snowfalls. Red
Dragon FM Wales picked up huge audiences one severe winter by

Figure 2 Capital Radio’s Flying Eye - traffic spotting
over London (courtesy Capital Radio)

Figure 3 (left) No news programme is complete
without a weather report. The BBC weather centre is
linked to a super computer at the Met Office. The
weather map is electronically inserted into the
picture. All the forecaster can see is a faint image
projected from behind. It is just bright enough to
show him where to point (courtesy BBC)
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Traffic

Animals

CHECKLIST
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running a snowdesk. Residents and travellers were snowed under and
cut off for days at a time. The station put out a constant stream of
information and gave advice by telephone. The service was a lifeline.
Nothing can touch radio for its immediacy in times of crisis.

Next to the weather, the first thing many people want to know in the
morning is whether the roads will be clear for getting to work. Radio
is the only medium motorists can safely take in while driving. In car-
orientated societies where large numbers commute to work, traffic and
travel news can pick up big audiences. These periods are known as
drive-time. Radio stations can give up-to-the-minute information on
which roads are blocked and where there are traffic jams.

Some car radios can automatically scan channels and seek out the
latest traffic reports. In Britain, the Automobile Association (AA) has
its own reporters who go live into local radio drive-time programmes
from AA offices around the country.

Some larger stations, such as Capital Radio in London and Clyde
in Glasgow, have their own aircraft scanning the roads for traffic snarl-
ups, with a reporter on board who can send back live updates over a
radio link (Figure 2).

Mobile phones are also frequently used to get a first-hand picture
of the build up of traffic from the motorists who are trapped in it.
Many stations extend their service to cover all types of commuting by
providing drive-time reports about buses, trains, ferries and flights.

Few items prompt greater reaction from the legions of pet lovers than
shaggy dog stories. Men, women and babies may die in fires but fail
to provoke a murmur, but if anyone tries to poison a poodle, the
switchboards are likely to be jammed with calls.

For any item which does not fall into the above categories, the test of
whether or not it is news to a given audience is:

Is it:
® Relevant ® Immediate or imminent
® Important e Interesting
® Tragic e Controversial
e Unusual @ The first
® The last ® The biggest
® The most expensive e Funny, or ironic

But the first question an editor will ask is: Does it affect our audience?
And for the local newsroom that means: Is it local?




What is news?

200,000 news bulletins a year; 140,000 Met Office weather
reports; 90,000 AA Roadwatch updates; 200,000 hours a year of
programming; 10,000,000 listeners each week.

— BBC LOCAL RADIO

FIELDWORK

1 Video record a local TV news programme and list the stories that
appear. See if each of the items will fit into one or more of the categories
in the summary above. If you cannot place any of the items, work out
suitable new categories into which they will fit.

2 Record national and local radio bulletins of comparable lengths on the
same day and list the stories in each.

Go through each story to see how it rates in your view in terms of
relevance, significance, immediacy, interest and entertainment. Award each
story points out of three under each category, where three is the maximum
score (Very important, etc.) and zero is the lowest. Add up the totals and
see which bulletin scores the highest overall. Is that the one you preferred?
If not, why do you think it rated so highly?

3 Which stories did you find the most relevant and why? In what way is
the relevance of those stories determined by their geographical proximity to
you?

Which stories did you find the most #mportant and what made some
stories more interesting than others? Why?

Decide which you think is the most controversial story in each bulletin
and why.

4 Focusing on the idea that News = Change, work out what are the
biggest changes happening in your local area at the moment that might
find their way into a news bulletin.

5 News has just come in of a big fire in a chemical warehouse in the
centre of town. Some of the chemicals are highly explosive. Police say the
whole warehouse is like a giant bomb and are evacuating the area. Given
unlimited resources, how would you cover the story for TV? (Split into
teams of four if you are in a class and discuss.)

11



NEWS GATHERING

2 News sources

There are some days when news just seems to fall into your lap.
Everywhere you turn another story is breaking. Days like these are a
journalist’s dream.

The nightmare begins in the holiday season when nothing seems to
happen. Local check calls to the police elicit jokey offers from bored
constables to ‘go out and bite a dog for you’.

And so the media resort to clutching at flying saucers and running
items about nude bathing on the beaches. This is known as the silly
season.

Figure 4 The listening room of the BBC’s news monitoring service at Caversham. The
BBC tunes in to the radio, TV and news agencies of 140 countries, transmitted in seventy
different languages. Information is fed to the BBC, Government and the press (courtesy
BBC)




REPORTERS

CONTACTS
(Figure 5)

NEWSROOM
DIARY
(Figure 6)

News sources

Most times the newsperson’s lot is somewhere between these
extremes. What stories there are have to be dug for. Graft is required to
turn a tip-off into hard facts.

The biggest source of news for any radio or TV station should be its
reporting staff. Many local stations rightly insist that their journalists live
in the community to which they are broadcasting. Through everyday
contact with people in the area, from their observations as they do their
shopping or drive to work, will come ideas for stories.

From the car window the reporter notices that the construction of a
new factory seems to be behind time. There has been little progress for
almost a month; so the reporter pulls in at the roadside and asks the
foreman why. Closer to the station, rows of publically-owned houses on
an inner city site seem to be rotting away; what can the authorities do to
make them habitable? Squatters are moving in; are the neighbours
concerned? Would the squatters resist attempts to evict them? Reporters
should keep their eyes and ears open.

Wealthier stations are able to employ spectalists — reporters who are
experts in certain areas, with experience behind them and a key set of
contacts. Chief fields are local government, industry, or crime.

The job of the tnvestigative journalist is to find something wrong and
expose it. He or she is a positive force for change, a professional with
the ability to penetrate the closed ranks of vested interests and free
imprisoned information from behind enemy lines. Investigative
reporters may also work in teams on projects such as documentaries.

Not every station can spare the time or has the scope to permit an
ordinary reporter to develop into an investigative journalist, but all
reporters have to be investigators at heart.

When the big story breaks, the first thing a reporter reaches for is the
contacts book. This is the most valuable resource. It contains the names
and phone numbers of everyone in the area who regularly makes or
comments on the news, plus national figures whose sphere of influence
may include the reporter’s own ‘beat’.

The relationship between reporters and their contacts is doubled-
edged. The newswriter needs a story, the newsmaker needs publicity.

Clearly, a line has to be drawn, and the place to draw it is well
before the point where editorial freedom and integrity begin to
be compromised.

After a while, reporters may find some of their regular contacts become
their friends. That may be fine if there is good news involving that contact,
but if the news is bad, it still has to be reported. In the end, reporters must
maintain their independence. They can never afford to owe anyone favours.

Newsrooms keep a diary, which is made up each day by the news editor.
It gives details of stories the newsroom will cover, the times of events
and the reporters allotted to them.

13
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1™ Status Time
HOMR PROSPECTS MONDAY 11TH MARCH RRADY  5:27

SEN REPRS: JONBS (10), LLOYD (10), DRAPER (2), MAMNN (2) SIMMONS (2)
GEN REPTS: SCOTCHBROOK (8), MURPHY (9), WILLCOX (9)

SUMMARIBS: ROBERTS

POL CORRS: BRADBY/BRUNSON/BRITTON

DIP CORRS: DAVIES

SPORT: STAUNTON

SCOTLND:  OGLAZA/DICKINSON
BELFAST: IRVINEB
LEEDS : SCOTT/COOKE/TURNER

LINS

/
BIRMGHM: MACINNRS/HARMAN/PETE BAKER
CARDIFF: WHITE/DUKES (White travelling AM to Cardiff)

HALL/RUSSELL /Bl

SCIENCR: MCGINTY/STERR (in Bdin overnight)
BUSINES: MAYNES in Coventry AM/Webster on leave all week.
HOMR AP: SMITH/WANDLESS (in Birmingham) DUMNN/SANDFORD

SNG in COVENTRY

IRELAND:
AARERRRR
More efforts get underway to revive the fragile Irish peace process... Irish

i ing Bruton and Spring will mest with Trimble in the
evening in Dublin (2030). The current round of talks will be used to thrash out an
agreement on what form of elections should precede all-party talks. In the morning
Trimble meets Nayhew at Stormont. Meamwhile as Gerry Adams prepares to f1y to the US
on Tuesday the pressure 18 sounting for Sinn Pein to deliver another IRA ceasefire.
IRVINE

ROBINSON:

Mearsthile Irish President, Mary Robinson, will give a keynote speech on peace and
reconciliation at Coventry Cathedral (1120). There will be a photo ope at the
Cathadral ruins with the Bishop of Coventry and Lord Mayor AM (see day file for
timings) PK she travels onto Birmingham where she'll lay wreath in memory of the
victims of the IRA bombing. 1230 have written bid for Robinson Live.
MACINNES + PIXER + 2 CAMS + SNG

SMALL BUSINBSSES:
Prime Minister will address a Small and is to

Figure 5 Belt and braces ... if the computer database goes down there’s still the
contacts on the wall at Southern Counties Radio (Andrew Boyd)

Figure 6 Newsrooms produce a diary each day to show the stories they plan to cover
and the reporters assigned to them. This ITN list of prospects extends to several pages
(courtesy ITN)

The diary, or a list of prospects drawn from that diary, is the first
thing reporters look at when they arrive on shift. It is the day’s plan of
action; the newsroom route map.

The editor makes up the diary from information in the post, tips from
reporters and stories which are known to be breaking. Files are usually
kept on major stories containing up-to-date cuttings and background
information. Bigger stations have libraries and news information
services to help with more extensive research.

In its simplest form the futures file can be a single drawer in a filing
cabinet with drop-files numbered 1 to 31, one for each day of the
month.



CHECK CALLS

News sources

Selected news releases about events at some future date are noted in
the diary and put on file. Court appearances of newsworthy cases are
files ahead, with copy relating to earlier hearings.

An archive may be developed by transferring the month’s files to an
identical filing drawer with all the copy used and possibly tapes of the
output. Bulletins and news programmes may also be recorded and
stored in the archive.

All incoming copy of interest, but which failed to make the bulletins,
is impaled on a spike or kept in a basket.

The trouble with storing information on paper is that it takes too
much space to allow files to go back a long way, and increasingly stations
are keeping their files on computer databases.

Stories can be instantly recalled, even if the computer operator has
forgotten the date or author of the copy. One or two key words are typed
into the computer and, providing those words featured in the story, the
copy will quickly come up on the screen.

The WPB is often the biggest file of all. Newsrooms get flooded with
useless information and propaganda, most of which ends up, with
scarcely a glance, where it belongs, in the waste paper bin.

A story which is happening right now, such as an armed robbery, fire,
or air crash, is known in Britain as a breaking news item, and in America
as a spot story.

Prime sources of breaking news are emergency services — fire, police,
ambulance, coastguard, etc. — which are contacted regularly. These
inquiries are known as check calls.

There are problems with such calls. In an area that is rich in news
media, overworked police officers may be tempted to shake off callers
by saying nothing is happening even when it is.

Shift changes may mean a call is made before the new duty officer has
managed to catch up on the paperwork, so he or she is unaware of the
events of the previous few hours and gives the reporter a false impres-
sion.

A common mistake is for the reporter to try to get information from
the wrong person. In provincial British police stations constables are
rarely authorized to talk to the media, who should instead refer inquiries
to duty inspectors or station sergeants. If a serious crime has been
committed, a station sergeant may know little about it, so the best
contact would be the detective from CID (Criminal Investigation
Department) or equivalent, who is handling the case.

Constabularies may be organized on a county basis, each with its own
press officer whose task it is to collect important news from police
stations and release it to the media. They can overlook the bread and
butter items and be too slow off the mark with breaking stories.

Press officers are distant from the scene of the crime, so information
can take some time to get to them. To make matters worse, local police,
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who do know what is happening, are often instructed in major crimes to
redirect all inquiries to the press officer.

There are times when the police need the media as much as the media
needs the police, for making appeals for witnesses and help in tracing
missing persons. Reporters are not obliged to co-operate, but goodwill
is often the best way of ensuring a steady flow of information.

The surest way to keep in touch with major breaking news is to tune in
to emergency services radio.

By monitoring the transmissions of police and fire services you can
hear the news as it is actually happening, instead of waiting for the
official version to be collated and sanitized by a spokesperson.

In Britain it is illegal to listen to police radio and take action as a result
of that information. The law is intended to deter criminals from listen-
ing to police activity. To make it harder, messages from base are given
on one frequency and mobile units reply on another, so only half the
conversation can be heard at one time.

In America it is common for reporters to turn up at an incident before
the police, but British law means that writing a story from a police
broadcast, or sending a reporter to the scene could result in a prosecu-
tion. In practice it would be impossible to prove the reporter had been
listening to police radio.

A more likely outcome would be the straining of relationships
between the newsroom and the police, which could result in a loss of
goodwill and stem the flow of official information.

In places where listening in is legal, newsrooms commonly use radio
scanners. These monitor the emergency airwaves for a transmission and
home in on the conversation.

In many countries the police talk to one another in a code

designed to help them communicate clearly and rapidly over the

air, while at the same time mystifying unauthorized eavesdroppers.
Frequently the code used is a variation of the 10 code. Instead

of saying ‘Fight in progess’, for example, an officer might say

‘10-10', followed by the location. Each force may have its own

version of the code where the numbers mean something different.
Some of the key messages in one variation of the 10 code are:

10-31 Crime in progress

10-32 Man with a gun

10-33 Emergency

10-34 Riot

10-35 Major crime alert

10-560 Accident

10-57 Hit and run

10-79 Notify coroner




POLITICIANS

PRESSURE
GROUPS

STAGED EVENTS

News sources

Whatever is heard over police radio must be checked before use.
‘Emergencies’ can turn out to be a storm in a teacup — or something else.
People rushed to a field in Cheshire after police messages warned that
a flying saucer had crash landed. When they turned up they were
promptly arrested by little blue men who charged them with listening
illegally to police radio.*

‘Too much of what I see is press release broadcasting. You
automatically go and get a ministry, then somebody from the
opposition. All these people do is give you party political
statements. I find that boring and can’t believe the public learns
anything. You already know what the political parties are going to
say, and I can’t see where any of that does a damn thing to
improve the quality of our understanding.’

— HARRY RADLIFFE, BUREAU CHIEF, CBS NEWS

Local politicians are a prime source of news for a local newsroom.
Usually they are happy to oblige as this raises their profile and may win
votes. A reporter should be wise to that and make sure legitimate news,
rather than vote-catching rhetoric, gets on air.

Every journalist should know the names of the area’s representatives
in both local and national government, and should have contact
numbers for them at work and at home.

When politicians are not making news themselves, they are usually
good for a comment or reaction to stories that affect their constituencies
or wards. Political comment is cheap and readily available and this type
of reaction can be overdone, lead to accusations of political bias, and leave
a bulletin sounding as dull as a party political broadcast. Use sparingly.

A similar warning applies to using pressure groups for reaction and
comment: beware of vested interests. Big pressure groups include trades
unions and employers’ organizations. Smaller groups abound such as
the Keep Sunday Special Campaign which wants to keep Sundays free
from commercialism, and the Animal Liberation Front, which
sometimes takes criminal action against vivisection laboratories. Many
charities also act as pressure groups.

Beware of unrepresentative groups with only a handful of members.
Bona fide pressure groups have an important contribution to make to
public debate.

Staging a news event is the pressure group’s ultimate way of winning
attention. These usually fall into one of three categories: the protest;

announcement and set-piece.

* The Guardian, 23 March 1993.
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This is the pressure group trying to give its voice as wide a public
hearing as possible. A three-lane highway is to be constructed across
green fields to run alongside a housing estate. Residents, environmen-
talists, and opposition politicians form an action group to stage a march
on the town hall. To make sure the cameras are there they make the
event as visual as possible, with people dressed in fancy costumes and
carrying banners. To ensure radio coverage they chant and sing
specially written protest songs.

This is more formal, and often takes the shape of a news conference.
When the town planners announce their three-lane highway they do so
with a lavish presentation. All the media is invited to a conference in the
chandeliered opulence of the town hall banqueting room. Drinks are laid
on and a buffet provided.

When reporters have been wined and dined and their journalistic
sensibilities submerged beneath a stupor of alcohol, the mayor and other
senior officials are ceremoniously invited to make their presentation.

The road scheme is flourished with neat and convincing rhetoric
about better traffic flow, reduced accident figures and the positive effect
on trade in the town. For the cameras, there are stylish mock-ups of the
road and artists’ impressions. For the media, press packs are provided
with slickly written articles which the organizers hope will be published
unaltered. Key speakers are available immediately after the presentation
for photocalls and interviews.

This is usually staged simply for publicity. The new highway has been
built, and a TV personality hired to open it by leading a cavalcade of
vintage cars along its length — very visual and almost assured of TV
coverage. At its best the set-piece provides a bright and appealing story
for the bulletin, at its worst it can be news manipulation of the first order.

A prime example was the funeral of an IRA hunger striker which
received widespread coverage on British television. This was largely
thanks to the specially constructed grandstand provided by the terrorist
organization for the cameras.

At the other extreme was the ‘Great Auk Story’. Reporters from British
newspapers and a TV journalist were lured to the remote Orkney Islands
where a team of five eccentrics was believed to be embarking on an
expedition to find the Great Auk, a seabird thought to have been extinct
for 150 years. Hopes were fuelled by reported sightings by islanders.
When the bird eventually did make an appearance it was not only extinct,
it was stuffed. It turned out to be a stunt for a whisky company. It was not
wholly successful. At least one reporter, peeved at being taken on a wild
Auk chase, refused to name the distillery which had organized the stunt.

Where news events are a lavish attempt at news management by public-
ity seekers, journalists should be aware of this and not let it influence their
news judgement. Money talks, but it is up to you whether you listen.
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News sources

‘Is there anything more useless than a PR agency, I ask myself?
Every morning I have to devote half an hour of my precious time to
opening mail: 99 per cent of it describes a graceful arc into the
waste paper basket.’ — LETTER IN THE UK PRESS GAZETTE

Each morning, editors in broadcast newsrooms have a pile of mail
dumped before them on their desks. Yet most of the items posted to the
media will end up in the waste paper bin after scarcely a second glance.
That is because so much is irrelevant and of little interest to the
audience. Middle Eastern countries have been known to send regular
bulletins on their economic progress and internal politics to small-town
radio stations in England.

To sift the wheat from the chaff, the mail is copytasted, but to scruti-
nize each item carefully could take hours, so each envelope is ripped
open and its contents hastily scanned. Unless a news angle presents itself
almost immediately the copy is filed in the bin.

Most of the mailbag comprises public relations handouts — usually
dressed-up advertising the writers hope will pass as news. They are
usually disappointed.

If the handout is one of the small percentage that does contain a possi-
ble story, it will be checked and written up into copy (Figure 7).

Some news releases carry embargoes, which means they are not to be
used before a certain release date. Public relations people use the
embargo to try to control the flow of news, and prevent stories being run
in what they would regard as a haphazard fashion. On the plus side, the
embargo gives the newsroom time to prepare its report by giving
advanced warning of the event.

The Queen’s New Year’s Honours List is a good example of embar-
goed material. The list is sent out well before the official announcement.
Local stations can then produce stories about people in their area ready
to run the moment the embargo is lifted.

‘In America there would be no arrangements with the Government
to hold a story for release. In the States there would be an effort to
prevent us knowing, because if we know, we go with the story.
There just isn’t that kind of cooperation, except in matters of
extremely high security.’

‘You mean there are no gentlemen's agreements?’

‘There are no gentlemen!” — FREDA MORRIS, LONDON BUREAU CHIEF, NBC NEWS

Among the daily plethora of unsolicited material which arrives in the
newsroom may be a number of recorded interviews sent by public
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Figure I Embargoed
news releases give
advance information
on the understanding
that it will not be
published until the
release date, giving
the newsroom time to
prepare the story
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For further information, contact Daphne Davies/Brian Dooley in the
Press Office, direct line 071 814 6238/6239.

Embargoed for 0001 hrs gmt Wednesday 17 November

IRAN: SERIOUS VIOLATIONS CONTINUE AMID POLITICAL
AND RELIGIOQUS REPRESSION

Serious human rights violations persist in Iran, and there is mounting
concern about the sharp increase in the number of Iranian opposition
figures killed outside the country, Amnesty International said today.

And many Iranians in exile live in constant fear of extrajudicial
execution -- a threat extended to non-Iranians too, such as the British
writer Salman Rushdie and individuals involved in publishing or
translating his work, The Satanic Verses, which provoked a fatwa
calling for Rushdie’s killing in February 1989.

"The Iranian government must take urgent action to improve its
human rights record,” said Amnesty International. "The cycle of
violations has to be brought to an end if there is to be any hope for
human rights in Iran."

In a report issued today, the human rights organisation cites
several cases of opposition activists from different political opposition
groups, killed outside Iran in the last 18 months. Sadegh Sharafkandi,
the Secretary General of the Kurdistan Democratic Party of Iran
(KDPI), and three others were gunned down by masked gunmen in
Berlin in May 1992. Prosecutors in Germany have charged that the
ringleader of the attack was an agent of the Iranian secret service
who received orders to carry out the killings from his superiors in
Tehran.

In a similar case, Ali Akbar Ghorbani of the People's Mojahedin
Organization of Iran, another opposition group, was abducted in
Istanbul in June 1992. His mutilated corpse was discovered eight
months later. The Turkish Interior Minister accused an "Islamic
fundamentalist group with Iranian links" of killing him and two
Turkish writers.

Killings such as these have continued this year. Recent victims
(continued...)

Press Office-s: Dophne Davies and Brian Dooley
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FREELANCES

Advantages and
disadvantages of
using stringers

News sources

relations companies. These are often available free of charge and usually
have some advertising tie-up.

This more sophisticated variation of the news release appeals to
producers who are slothful or overstretched and who may be grateful to
receive something for nothing. But as the saying goes, there is no such
thing as a free lunch. The PR company hopes stations will find a slot
for the tape and play it on air unedited. Used in this way, syndicated
tapes are simply free, unadulterated, publicity.

They may be interviews with airline bosses talking about new or
cheaper flights; company directors explaining plans for a superstore in
the area, or, even agricultural hints and tips from a government agency.

At best, syndicated tapes are harmless, even useful, fillers. At worst
they can be scarcely disguised adverts or propaganda. No unsolicited
tapes should be used without checking for violations of the advertising
code, and that journalistically and technically the tape is up to standard
and is relevant to the audience. Handle with care.

There is also the syndicated programme. Like its newspaper counter-
part, this is produced for regular subscribers or distribution on a wider
scale. The headline-making Oprah Winfrey show from the US is syndi-
cated to 200 plus stations in more than 60 countries, earning in excess
of $50m dollars a year. Syndicated programmes are often sponsored,
and many lesser offerings may be made available to stations at no
charge, provided references to the sponsor’s name are retained.*

Most newsrooms supplement their own material by buying news tip-
offs and stories from freelances. Non-staff members who contribute
regularly are known as stringers or correspondents; working journalists
who add considerably to the eyes and ears of a station. Freelances may
also be employed to fill for absent members.

Stringers are often local newspaper reporters boosting their incomes
by selling copy to other media in the area — with or without the blessing
of their editors. Some will make their living this way.

The most organized may band together to form a local news agency.
These often specialize in fields such as court, council, or sports report-
ing — assignments which would often take too much time to make it
worth an editor’s while to cover. Instead, a stringer will be commis-
sioned to cover the event, and will usually file for a number of stations.

Stringers will either be specially commissioned to report a story, or
will offer their copy ‘on spec.’, in the hope that the station will buy it.

Advantages

e Stringers are cost-effective because they are often paid only for work
that gets used on air;

@ They enhance a station’s ‘ground cover’, by using local specialist
knowledge to get stories that might not be available to staff reporters;

* Sunday Times, 25 July 1993.
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® They can be commissioned to cover stories that would be too time-
consuming to warrant staff coverage;

@ Experienced broadcast freelances can fill for staff members who are
sick or on holiday.

Disadvantages

e Stringer copy is seldom exclusive as their living depends on supply-
ing news to as many outlets as possible;

@ Copy is seldom in broadcast style, as many stringers are newspaper
journalists more familiar with writing for print;

e Stringers have to sell their copy to make a living, so stories may be
dressed up to make them more marketable;

e Stringers are less accountable than staffers who can be more readily
disciplined for their mistakes.

Another source of news is the zp-off, from known contacts or members
of the audience, who may phone in with what they consider to be news
items. In the US, where union regulations permit, some stations appoint
a number of authorised tipsters from the audience who call in when they
spot a possible story. WGST in Atlanta, Georgia, has even gone to the
length of issuing tipsters with car stickers and giving a cash bonus for
the tip of the week.*

Items from tipsters cannot be given the same weight as tip-offs from
bona fide stringers or correspondents: the information is not from a
trained journalist, the source may be unreliable, the facts confused or
even libellous. Also, every station has its time wasters and hangers-on
who phone in or call round out of sheer self-importance. Worst of all,
the tipster may be malicious, and the information a hoax.

MISSING ARISTOCRAT LORD LUCAN SPOTTED IN SOUTH AFRICA
GADAFFI ORDERS DEATH OF EXPELLED DIPLOMATS
PRINCE CHARLES ATTACKS ARCHITECT
ROBERT DE NIRO TO STAR IN YORKSHIRE RIPPER MOVIE
‘I conned CNN into believing Gorbachev was resigning, long
before he did. . . billions were lost on foreign exchanges.'’

— All his own work — mass-hoaxer Rocky Ryan.

‘Ryan is a pain in the rear but knowing there are hoaxers like him
about ought to make all of us more careful about thorough
checking of the facts. In a way he actually might be good for us.’
— NEWSDESK EXECUTIVE QUOTED IN UK PRESS GAZETTE

* Phillip O. Kierstead, A/l-News Radio, TAB Books, 1980, p. 198.
1 ‘Me, Luciano and the Pope’, Rocky Ryan, The Guardian, 2 November 1992.




WIRE SERVICES
AND NEWS
AGENCIES

News sources

Broadcast news, with its quick-fire deadlines and lack of time for checks
and balances, sometimes falls prey to the most elaborate of hoaxes.
People ring up claiming to be contacts who are known by the station,
such as police inspectors, and offer phoney information.

A person claiming to be a well-known sports commentator
telephoned the BBC’s national radio newsroom with the snap that
racing driver John Watson had been killed. It was a hoax.

BBC TV news has been hoaxed about an air crash, and a tip-off on
April fool’s day caused the independent station, Essex Radio, to put out
news of an armed man holding a hostage. This tip, on the newsroom’s
ex-directory hot-line, came three minutes before the bulletin. When the
police heard the news they panicked and sent their cars racing to the
scene only to discover that they and the radio station had been duped.

If in doubt, check it out. The only sure protection against the hoaxer
is a set of sharp wits and the common sense to check the information.

If someone rings up claiming to be a regular contact and does not ring
true for some reason, get his number and check it against the known
contact’s number. Even if it matches, ring him back to make sure he had
not simply looked up the number in the phone book. If the caller is
genuine, he should not object to the care with which his information is
being checked.

Occasionally, a tip-off will yield some useful information, but for
safety’s sake all tip-offs, whether they appear genuine or not, must be
checked before running — even if it does mean missing the deadline. In
the end, accuracy counts for more than speed — if it doesn’t check
out, chuck it out.

The major external source of news is the international news agencies.
Among the largest is Reuters, which employs upwards of 1600 journal-
ists and operates 128 news bureaux in eighty-six countries. Other global
giants include the US-based Associated Press (AP) and its sister
Associated Press Television, and Worldwide Television News (WTN),
which feeds news by satellite from ninety cities to more than a thousand
broadcast organizations.

Britain’s domestic news agency is the Press Association (PA), whose
250 journalists and 1000 stringers provide an indispensible service to
most British newsrooms. Commonwealth equivalents include the
Australian Associated Press (AAP) and Canadian Press.

Agencies employ correspondents whose reports are relayed to
subscribers as hard copy on printers or fed directly into newsroom
computers. Audio and video reports are beamed to newsrooms by satel-
lite or piped in by landline, where they are re-recorded for later use.

Agency correspondents can effectively boost even the smallest
station’s coverage to incorporate national or international news, multi-
plying by many times the number of reporters at that station’s
disposal.
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COMMONWEALTH OBSERVERS SOUBHT FOR KENYA POLL1

NALROBI, March 30, Reuter - Kenyan oppposition leaders said on
Monday they had asked the Cammonwealth to send cbservers to the
east- African nation’s first multi-party elections in a quarter
century.

Opposition leaders caid they feared otherwise there might be
cheating in the polls, @xpected later this year, follawing &
decision by Fresident Daniel arap Moi last December tao end 22
years of ane-party rule.

Opposition members said they told Commonweal th
Secratary-General Chief Emeka Anyaoku an Saturday and Sunday it
was necessary for the organisation to monitor the Kenyan
wlaction “"to ensure that fair play prevailed in the transition
to true democracy” .

"Commonwaal th observers are parampunt in an election that the
world will respect. They will ensure that democracy can be seen to
be practical and malpractices such as poll-rigping are not
repeated, " said oppositian member John Keen.

Anyabku, in Kenya as part of his tour to east African
courtrias, held separate talks with Moi. a

v1 discussed with Moi among other things the protection and
promotion of fundamental political values of the commonwealth auch
as democracy and human rights,"” Anyaoku said in a statement.

nit i important not only for the paople of Kenya but &lso for
all Africa that the transition to plural democracy, $or which the
gavernmant and the parties have axpressed $ull supports should be
peaceful and $ree from inter—ethnic confrontation,” Anyaoku
said.
Kenya’s oppposion groups accuse the government of
instigating a recent outbreak of tribal violence in which at
least 68 people were killed. They say the violence was a prelude

to declaring a gstate of emergency.
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News sources

The GNS RIP headlines at 1730

Cross—-channel travel is badly disrupted because of a
strike by French workers. The port of Calais has been

closed, forcing ferry operators to reduce or redirect

services.

Figure 9 The BBC’s General News Service sends out rip and read summaries of national
news which network stations can pull from the printers and read on air. [llustrated is a
story for the 17.30 headlines (courtesy BBC GNS)

Networking can take place in a formalized system where all the
stations are owned and regulated by a single body, such as the BBC, or
in a looser federation, such as Independent Radio in the UK. A declin-
ing number of independent stations now operate singly. Many are
clustered into groups such as Chiltern Radio, which operates stations in
Dunstable, Bedford, Bristol, Milton Keynes, Northampton and
Gloucester.

Canada and Australia both have their equivalents of the BBC — the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation and the Australian Broadcasting
Corporation. In most developing countries the State retains a high
degree of control over TV and radio.

The first US national network came into operation in 1928, with 56
stations under the control of the National Broadcasting Company
(NBC). Others followed, including ABC (American Broadcasting
Company); CBS (Colombia Broadcasting System); MBS (Mutual
Broadcasting System) and NPR (National Public Radio). The USA has
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the largest concentration of TV companies in the world and the most
TV sets — some 215 million.

North American companies now dominate the burgeoning cable TV
scene in the UK and as trade barriers come down and satellites go up
broadcasting has gone increasingly global. Moguls like the Italian Silvio
Berlusconi and Australian-turned-US citizen Rupert Murdoch are vying
for greater control of an increasingly volatile marketplace.

Many networks feed their string of local stations with national news
from a centralized newsroom, and those stations in turn send back
reports of major stories to the network.

IRN (Independent Radio News) in London provides most of the 200
or so stations in the independent network with news bulletins on the
hour, as well as copy and audio. Distribution is via satellite. Stations can
take the national news live or assemble and read their own versions of
the bulletin. In 1992 the service was taken over by I'TN. ‘It gives us much
greater depth to cover internationally, says Managing Director John
Perkins, ‘ITN’s television reporters can file from abroad.”*

Some stations in remote regions such as Scotland prefer to compile
their own national bulletins which can be angled to suit their Scottish
audiences, rather than settle for news with a London emphasis.

The BBC’s network service operates differently. GNS (the General
News Service) provides copy and audio, but does not offer a live
bulletin which stations can pipe-in on the hour.

In the US, regional networks range from groups of stations who
exchange tapes on a regular basis, to scaled down national networks with
a centrally produced bulletin piped-in on the hour.

When a station switches over to take the network news, this is called
opting-in to the network. The process of switching back is called opring-out.

Where opt-outs are used, bulletins will end with a readily identifiable
outcue such as a timecheck, which is the presenter’s cue for switching
back to local programming.

Many radio stations follow the national news with a local bulletin, others
precede it with local news, and some prefer to combine the two in a single
bulletin, which is known as a news-mix. Many television stations produce
their own regional news but take a networked national news service.

Local TV and radio stations will also be expected to contribute to the
pool of news stories available to the network. Material is supplied to and
from the network along a contribution circuit. Stations with similar inter-
ests may install their own contribution circuits and supply one another
with material, operating like a network within a network.

Journalists take a professional pride in beating their fellows to a story.

Most news editors monitor the rival media to make sure they are ahead
with the news, and to see if there is anything they have missed.

*ITN, The First 40 Years, 1995.




‘Get the father. ..’

News sources

One of the news editor’s first tasks each day is usually to go through
the national and local papers to see if there are any stories referring to
the area which need to be followed-up.

Following-up a news item means checking and developing it to find
a new angle. This is different from taking a story from a newspaper and
rewriting it for broadcast. That would be plagiarism - stealing
somebody’s work. Facts may also be wrong and errors repeated.

There is no copyright on ideas, however, and journalists often feed on
one another for their leads and inspiration, as in this actual example:

Two rival TV news programmes went on air close to one another in the
evening: Coast to Coast, the independent programme, between 6 and
6.30; South Today, the BBC service, from 6.35 to 7.

Coast to Coast picks up a breaking news story. A local businessman is
to be released from Libya. He had been jailed because his boss’s
company had run into debt there and he was being held responsible. He
is to be set free and is flying home tonight. Coast t0o Coast has carried
the item as a copy story.

South Today is monitoring the programme and immediately gets a
reporter to phone Gatwick airport to try to interview the father, who is
waiting for his son’s flight.

Meanwhile Coast to Coast has just finished and the opening sequences
of South Today are going out on air. The presenters are told to stand by
for late breaking news.

Minutes later copy comes in saying the businessman is due to arrive
within the hour, and a presenter breaks from the script to read the story
unrehearsed.

At the airport, public relations staff are busily trying to find the father.

Twenty minutes into the programme and all that remains is the
weather and the headlines. The father has not been found and time is
running out. The producer takes over the story. He gets through to the
father even as the closing headlines are being read.

The director quickly tells one of the presenters through his earpiece
that the father is on the phone waiting to be interviewed. The presenter
has 45 seconds to ad-lib the interview before the programme ends and
transmission returns to the network. It is not possible to overrun by even
a second.

The businessman’s father says he is delighted his son is returning
home. The Foreign Office confirmed the news yesterday. Alcohol is
forbidden in Libya, so they will celebrate with some bottles of his son’s
favourite beer.

The director counts down the closing seconds while the presenter
thanks the father for talking to him and wishes the viewers a calm good
evening. The programme ends bang on time and as coolly as if it had
all been planned from the start. Independent television had led the way,
but the BBC gets the better story.
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A growing number of BBC TV and radio newsrooms now share the same
building, so there is a crossover of ideas. Joint newsrooms, such as BBC
Radio Bristol and BBC Television South and West take this one step
further. Story ideas are swapped and stringer and agency copy pooled.

The BBC increasingly expects its reporters to be able to cover stories
for both radio and television, and its trainee journalists are now being
taught to be bimedial.

On occasions, radio will use the soundtrack of TV interviews in
bulletin, and TV stations may make use of radio reporters to supply
phone reports on breaking stories.

In Britain, independent radio sometimes uses material recorded off-
air from independent television, although the two have no corporate tie-
up. The arrangement usually requires the radio station to credit the TV
company for using its audio. Cable television companies have also used
reporters from local radio stations to produce and present their news
programmes.

At an international level, news services frequently exchange reports
with one another to enhance their worldwide coverage. A number of
broadcasting unions act as clearing houses. These include the European
Broadcasting Union (EBU); the Union of National Radio and
Television Organizations of Africa (URTNA) and the North American
National Broadcaster’s Association (NANBA).

FIELDWORK

1 It is a quiet day on the radio station. No news is breaking; there is nothing
to follow up. You are sent out by your news editor to find a story. If you are
able to, go out into your neighbourhood and see what you can come up with.
(Go in pairs if you are in a class.) If you can’t get out, discuss what stories
you might cover.

2 You are setting up TV news coverage in a brand new area. Think of ten
important contacts you would make in the community. Then find out the
name, job title and phone number of the major contacts you would expect to
call each day in your area to make the check calls to the emergency services.

3 If it is legal, listen in to the emergency services band on the radio and see if
you can work out what they are covering. If they use a variation of the 10
Code, jot down the codes used and find out what they mean.

4 From your own TV viewing and radio listening, which do you think are
the most active pressure groups in your area and how do they get their
message across to the media? Do they come across favourably or badly?
Why?

5 A caller on the line to your newsroom says large quantities of lethal waste
have leaked from a nearby industrial plant. The toxic chemical is spilling into
a reservoir which directly feeds the local water supply. He says he is the
manager at the plant and is urging you to put out a message immediately
warning people to stop drinking the water as it could poison them. What do
you do?
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NEWS GATHERING

3 Getting the story

‘I always wanted to be a reporter. There was never anything else,
nothing as exciting. The great joy of reporting is going out and
coming back with complete chaos. You've got some ideas, a few
notes in the notebook, a few rushes in the can — all kinds of
different things — and you’ve got to put it all together to make a
story. It's a great feeling of satisfaction.’

— STEPHEN COLE, BBC WORLD NEWS

News editors are to broadcast journalism what generals are to warfare.
They set the objectives, weigh the resources and draw up the plan of
campaign. Under their command are the officers and troops on the
ground.

Some news editors prefer to be in the thick of battle, directing the
action from the front line, while others favour a loftier perspective, set
back from the heat of the action. These will oversee strategy, but

Figure 10 BBC World Service news conference. Senior journalists and service heads
gather to thrash out the news prospects for the day and decide which stories to pursue
(Andrew Boyd)
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delegate a number two to be responsible for tactics. In larger newsrooms,
this may be the deputy news editor, senior producer, or bulletin
producer. Working to the news editor’s plan of campaign he/she will
keep in touch with the news as it develops and arrange coverage.

In larger newsrooms the plan of campaign is drawn up at the morning
conference. Producers and senior staff put their heads together with
the news editor to map out the day’s coverage.

BBC Southern Counties Radio is based in Guildford but ranges
across Surrey, Sussex and Hampshire. Why drag in staff for the 9 am
conference when there are stories to be covered on their own patch?
Instead Southern Counties carries out the conference via a telephone
link to bureaux across the region. ‘This way all of the newsroom 1is out
in the field, explains managing editor Mark Thomas. Area reporters
hook-up to the HQ via studio-quality phone lines and pool their ideas
into the central newsgathering operation.*

Many stories will already be in the diary or on the files; some of
yesterday’s items will still be current and will need to be followed-up
to find new angles. The news wires may produce items which can be
used or pursued. Producers and reporters will be expected to come
forward with their own ideas, and other leads may come in the post
or from rival media.

Stories are then ranked in order of importance and in line with
station policy and resources are allocated accordingly.

If more stories present themselves than staff reporters can cover, the
news editor will bring in freelance support or put some stories ‘on ice,’
to be followed only if others fall down.

On a thin day, the news editor may have to rely on back-up material
to fill the programme. Most stations have a small collection of timeless
features which have been kept for such emergencies, called fillers or
padding. Where there is little hard news to cover, reporters and crews
may be sent out to get more filler material to top up the reserves.

If the station is running news on the hour, the news editor will
attempt to spread coverage throughout the day to provide an even
balance, with the emphasis on peak-time listening. For longer news
programmes, producers arrange coverage to ensure reports are back
in time to make those deadlines.

Each newsroom will have someone in charge of the newsdesk at all
times, keeping a close eye on agency tapes and breaking stories. As news
comes in, a senior journalist will copytaste each item to see if it is worth
running or pursuing or offers new information on an existing story.

When a good story breaks unexpectedly, the news editor, like the
general, must be prepared to switch forces rapidly from one front to
another to meet the new challenge.

*Ariel, November 1995.
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THE BRIEF

Getting the story

Reporters may be asked to drop what they are doing and cover the
new story instead; old running orders will be scrapped and new ones
devised. This demand for sharp reflexes, total flexibility and all-stops-
out performance puts the buzz into news reporting.

Chasing breaking news is only half the story. The news editor or
producer also has the overall balance of the programme to consider.

In a 30-minute TV programme time will be set aside for regular
slots or segments, such as sport, headlines and the weather, and
material will have to be found to fill them.

In any audience will be some who would prefer to unwind to light
items at the end of a working day, rather than endure heavyweight
stories; others will prefer national news to local, and commercial
stations may be expected to inject enough entertainment into the show
to shore-up audience ratings. All these conflicting demands will be
brought to bear in shaping the news priorities and arranging coverage
at the start of the day.

Getting the story in radio and TV means more than simply gathering
the facts. How these facts are illustrated is also important. Like
newspapers with their photographs, radio has its sounds, recorded at
the scene. These are called actuality.

Radio brings a report to life by painting a picture in the imagina-
tion of the listener, while TV takes its audience to the scene through
the use of film and video footage. And TV can add to its armoury
sound effects, graphics and still photographs. The cost of all this
artistry is to make TV sometimes slower and less flexible than radio,
but attractive visuals and interesting actuality breathe life into the
coverage of news. Good illustrations can boost the position of a report
in the programme, and poor actuality or footage may make a producer
think twice about running it at all.

The ideal brief would be a printed note giving details of the story,
saying who the interviewee was, the time and place of the interview,
with the relevant press clippings, background and a selection of
suitable questions. But reality usually falls short of the ideal. News
editors are busy people who say the reason they have two ears is so
they can perch a telephone under each. Most reporters will be all too
familiar with the phrase that greets then when they arrive for work:
‘Don’t take your coat off. ...

Sometimes ‘brief’ is the operative word. . . It may go something like
this: ‘The strike at the car plant — the MD’s in his office, he’ll see you in
ten minutes. Give me holding for 11, a clip for noon and Pll take 2 and
a half for the 1 o’clock.’

No note; no background list of questions. Not even a ‘please.’
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The reporter is already expected to know that the strike has been
called, which car plant it concerns, where it is, how to get there, who
the managing director is, all the necessary background to produce
three separate items, and to have the know-how to come up with a
line of questioning which perfectly matches the unspoken ideas in the
news editor’s head. So what’s unreasonable about that?

However frantic the news editor may be, the reporter will have to
prise out the answers to three questions before setting out on the
assignment:

e What do you want?
® When do you want it for?
® How long do you want it to run?

With the car workers’ strike, the plant’s managing director will be
asked: ‘What’s your reaction to the stoppage? How damaging could it be
for the company? Will jobs or orders be lost? How long can the company
survive the action?’. The union point of view will also be required.

Knowing the time of transmission and the length of the item is vital.
There would be no point in returning to the newsroom at 3 o’clock
with enough material to make a half-hour documentary when what was
wanted was a 20-second clip for the lunchtime news. No one will
appreciate this masterpiece if it arrives too late or runs too long to go
in the programme.

News reporters usually work to the next bulletin deadline. On some
stations deadlines crop up every fifteen minutes, so when reporters go
out on a story, that story must not vanish with them. Hence the
instruction to write holding copy. This is a short news item that can be
run in the next bulletin or headlines to tide the newsroom over until
the reporter returns with the interview.

If he is likely to be out for some time, say, at a conference, he may
be expected to phone in regular reports from the venue to keep the
bulletins topped up with the latest news. Recorded interviews can also
be fed back down the phone as a last resort.

The next directive is to provide a clip for noon: that would be the
best 20 seconds or so from the interview to illustrate the story.

Lastly, the reporter here has been asked to produce an interview of
2 minutes 30 seconds for the 1 o’clock news programme. The
questions above would satisfy that, with any leads picked up from the
managing director which give a new slant on the story.

Many news editors would argue that an elaborate brief should not
be necessary, as reporters are expected to have a good working knowl-
edge of their area and keep abreast of breaking news. But things are
not always so hectic. When reporters arrive on duty, they may be given
time to catch up by reading through the output of the previous shift.
Reading-in helps reporters familiarize themselves with what has already
gone on air.




THE ANGLE

Getting the story

Where more background is required, reporters on small stations
would be expected to research it themselves, while those on larger
stations may be able to call upon a researcher or the station’s news
information service or library.

‘What you need is a wide background knowledge, rather than
narrow specialization, and you need to keep it up to date.’
— BBC WORLD SERVICE NEWSROOM GUIDE

Think of a news story as a diamond. A diamond has many facets, and
whichever way you hold it, it is impossible to look at them all at once.
Some will always be hidden from view. Likewise, it may impossible to
cover every aspect of a news story at once — there is seldom the time
or space. The reporter will be forced to concentrate on a few of the
story’s facets. Each facet represents a different angle. The angle is the
part of the story which the reporter chooses to hold up to the light at
any one time. Most stories will have a number of different angles and
news editors and producers usually spell out which particular one they
want reporters to focus on.

Take a story about a big new contract at a steelworks: the fact of
the contract is the story, but that may not be reason enough for
running it. Information only becomes news when it affects a given
audience. If the contract is big enough, it might make national news,
but the editor in a local newsroom would run the story only if the
steelworks is in his/her area. The story would then have a local angle.
With national news, the main angle is often the importance or signif-
icance of the story to the nation. At a local level, the importance to
the community comes first.

Once the news editor is satisfied the story is relevant to the audience,
he/she may want to cover it a number of different ways. The angle will
change according to viewpoint, and with the steelworks, the obvious
viewpoints to go for would be those of the management and workforce.

An interview will be arranged with the company about the size of
the contract, the effect on the company’s prospects and the likelihood
of more jobs.

If the reporter discovers 500 new jobs will be offered over the
coming three years, the follow-up angle would shift to the union
viewpoint. The major union would be asked to comment.

So far, both interviews have been with spokespeople; one to estab-
lish the facts of the story and the other to react to them, and there is
a constant danger in journalism of always talking to experts, or talking
heads, and overlooking ordinary people with grassroots opinions.

Another viewpoint, closer to the audience, would be that of the
workers at the steelworks. The reporter would ask some for their
reactions to the news and might follow that by talking to several
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Figure 11 Getting the story
with what the BBC describes
as the radio reporter's
notebook - the portable reel-
to-reel tape recorder (Andrew
Boyd)

unemployed people who now have their first chance for some time of
finding a job.

Workers and unemployed alike are the people whose lives will be
affected by the contract, and they and their dependants will probably
make up a significant part of the station’s audience. In the end, it is
their reactions that matter the most.

Using extracts from all the interviews, a comprehensive and well-
rounded report could be built up, with background material filled in
by the reporter. This is known as a package.

A TV reporter will want to illustrate the item with good footage of
the steelworks in action. Dramatic images of red hot molten steel and
flying sparks would feature with shots of blue-collar workers with their
protective facemasks, contrasting perhaps with images of a be-suited
director in a plush office.

Radio will certainly go for the noise of the steelworks, the clashing
of metal and the voices of people at work.

Once the reporter has been briefed and found out whar is wanted and
when, the process of getting the story begins with the contacts file.
Much precious time on a sixty-minute deadline can be saved by
going for the right person from the start. Go straight to the top. Don’t
waste time with minor officials who will only refer you upwards. If
you are dealing with a company, go for the managing director. Only
settle for the press office if the MD or his/her secretary insists. A press




Getting the story

officer is at best one step away from the person you want to interview
and may have reasons for putting you off.

Some organizations will insist you use their press officers — that is what
they pay them for — and it is possible to build up a good working relation-
ship with the best of them, but remember that behind every plausible
statement and off-the-record remark there lurks a vested interest.

‘I don’t want any of my journalists talking to press officers. Press
officers are paid to conceal the truth, not to tell it.’
— STEWART STEPHEN, EDITOR

Setting up the interview can be the dullest, most time-consuming chore
in journalism. Sometimes the ringing round can seem interminable and
more time can be spent waiting for people to phone you back than in
reporting.

To save time, the best tip is never to rely on anyone to call
you back. If a secretary tells you your contact is speaking on
another line and will return your call, politely insist on holding
on while he/she finishes the conversation. If you hang up, your
name will be added to the list of callbacks, and that list could
be a long one. Also, if the story might mean adverse publicity,
you could find yourself waiting by the phone for ever.

If your contact is out, leave a message stressing the urgency of your
business, and ask if there is someone else who could handle your
inquiry. If they try to put you off, be polite but persistent, and if that
fails, go above their heads to someone more senior. If no one can talk
to you, find out where your contact is and try to call him/her there.
Don’t be fobbed off. Remember, every minute wasted brings you
closer to your deadline. The approach should be assertive rather than
aggressive and tenacious but always polite.

If, after that, your interviewee is still playing hard to get, then put
that angle ‘on hold’ and approach they story from another direction.

With the steelworks item, if management is being elusive, go instead
for the union line. With a more controversial story, such as plans to
build a prison in the area, if those behind the scheme will not talk, go
directly to the opposition or to the grassroots and interview residents
who may be frightened about the prospect of prisoners escaping near
their homes.

All too often, despite your best endeavours, you will find yourself
staring at the telephone, willing it to ring, while messages and repeated
messages lie neglected in a heap on your contact’s desk.

At this stage, you are wasting time and should go back to your news
editor. Say what steps you have taken, and seek further direction.
Should you continue to wait by the phone, firing off still more
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messages, or should you cut your losses and try a different angle or
abandon this and get on with another item?

News conferences can be a time-consuming way of getting a story.
Having sat through a forty-minute presentation, when questions are
invited from the floor, the tendency is for reporters to talk over each
other and fire their questions at once, often in pursuit of different
angles. This kind of anarchy, induced by approaching deadlines, can
make for a garbled recording.

Set presentations can be difficult to record if the speakers are some
distance from the microphone, and much of the material may be irrel-
evant to the report and can swallow up kilometres of tape which makes
for troublesome editing. The reporter should always take extra tape
and note when the interesting points were made.

Press conferences generally live up to their name. The format was
devised for print journalism and is largely unsuited to the electronic
era. The opportunity to record interviews usually comes after the
conference. Some newsrooms refuse to give coverage unless the main
speakers make themselves available for private interviews well in
advance and provide copies of speeches so questions can be prepared.

The alternatives are to hang around for interviews until the confer-
ence is finished, or record them on location before the conference gets
under way, but there may well be a queue of other reporters with the
same idea.

Radio has an advantage. When TV moves in to do an interview, the
crews usually take a little time to set up their lights and cameras, so
radio reporters are advised to be assertive and to get in first, pleading
that the interview will take only a few minutes. Cooling your heels
while TV completes the cumbrous operation of lights, colour check,
pre-chat, interview and cutaways, will only push you closer to your
deadline.

The fastest way to get a report on air is via the telephone, and live
pieces may sometimes be taken into news programmes or bulletins.
But telephone items (phonos) are mushy in quality and lack that essen-
tial visual element of TV,

Stations which have few reporters will often rely on interviewees to
come to them. This practice frees the journalist to remain in the
newsroom and chase more stories, but is better suited to radio than
TV where the choice of location is often determined by the need for
interesting visuals.

If ime is short, and the reporter is having to travel to the interview,
precious minutes can be clawed back by planning the route. Rush hour
delays should be taken into consideration. Detailed street maps are
essential, and travelling by cab can put a taxi driver’s expert knowl-
edge at your disposal.




Work to sequence

Don’t panic

Cetting the story

If the station has a radio car or outside broadcast vehicle, live reports
can be sent back which save time and add considerably to the sense
of occasion and urgency.

Another way to claw back precious minutes is to arrange to do your inter-
views in the order in which they will appear on air. This keeps the tapes
or film in a logical sequence and helps with the preparation of questions.

Make sure all the key phrases and quotes you intend to keep are
noted either during the interview or after it, and log the points where
those quotes occur. This can be done from a stop-watch, or by using
the counter on the tape recorder. Jotting down single trigger words
such as ‘angry’ or ‘delighted’ can help you plan your editing.

Many radio reporters listen to their interviews in the car on the way
back to the station and the editing process is well advanced in their
minds even before they return.

In the editing room, many inexperienced journalists, sweating against
the clock, let circumstances panic them. There is always the hope that
you will be able to turn round that three minute package in the last
moments before the programme, and an experienced hand will have
little trouble in doing just that. But the old adage about more haste,
less speed, is especially true in broadcasting.

Be realistic. If you doubt your ability to get the piece on air by
the deadline, then warn the producer or news editor that it may
not be coming. Give them time to prepare a standby. Whatever
you do, do not leave them without that safety net. If they are
banking on your item and it fails to turn up, at best you will try
the patience of your colleagues, and at worst you will leave a hole
in the programme which could prove impossible to fill, throw the
presentation team into confusion and lead to a disaster on air.

Similarly, by rushing your piece you could easily make a mistake and
the first time you realize your blunder may be when you see or hear it
going on air. When a deadline is rapidly approaching, the temptation
to run the piece without checking it through can be almost irresistible.

If mistakes do appear, the station’s credibility takes a nosedive, and
the authority of that bulletin is knocked. The audience and your
colleagues will judge you, not by the amount of well-intentioned effort
that went into your work, but by the results as they appear on air. In
the end, that is all that really matters.

‘The most important thing about news is the listener — most radio
journalists think getting the last-minute story into the bulletin is
more important than presentation, and getting the facts absolutely
right — they are mistaken."' — SIMON ELLIS, BBC NEWS EDITOR
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FIELDWORK

1 Find out the names of the news editors at your nearest radio and TV
stations and ask if you can visit their newsrooms for a day (longer if possi-
ble) to observe what goes on. Talk to the journalists about their jobs
without getting in their way and ask if you can go with any of the
reporters on a story. Watch how the news develops from an idea to a full-
blown report.

2 Listen to the main local news programme on the radio and see if you
can work out which, if any, of the stories are being used as padding or
fillers. Listen especially to any actuality in the bulletin and discuss whether
it added anything to the story, or if the story would have been clearer
without it. Was there too much or too little actuality in the bulletin?

3 Read through a local newspaper and make a list of stories that could be
followed-up. Think about the angles you could take to develop the story
further. Then plan your coverage for each of them. Work out contacts and
questions and draw up briefs for your reporters.

4 For TV, work out what footage you would want to take to illustrate
those different stories. Go for a good a mix of coverage with plenty of
variety. Be creative.

5 If you have access to radio or TV recording equipment, find a contact
involved in one of the stories who is willing to be interviewed. Compare
your finished report with those in the next radio and TV bulletins and
discuss how your own work could be improved.




WRITING FOR BROADCAGST

4 Conversational writing

‘Writing, when properly managed . .. is but another name for
conversation.’ — LAURENCE STERNE

‘For years, editors told reporters: “Don’t tell me about it, write it.”
Turn that around, and you have a good rule for the broadcast
journalist: “Don’t just write it, TELL ME ABOUT IT."

— BROADCAST NEWS OF CANADA, STYLE BOOK

Anyone with ambition towards writing will probably appreciate a lively
piece of prose. We all have our journalistic giants and literary heroes.
But what may be clear and sparkling to the eye, may be confused and
baffling to the ear. It may also prove impossible to read out aloud.
The following is from Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. A
Spanish gypsy, Rafael, is describing a machine gun attack on a Fascist
train. Read it out loud and see how you get on:

‘The train was coming steadily. We saw it far away. And I had an
excitement so great that I cannot tell it. We saw steam from it and then
later came the noise of the whistle. Then it came chu-chu-chu-chu-chu-
chu steadily larger and larger and then, at the moment of the explosion,
the front wheels of the engine rose up and all of the earth seemed to rise
in a great cloud of blackness and a roar and the engine rose high in the
cloud of dirt and of the wooden ties rising in the air as in a dream and
then it fell on to its side like a great wounded animal and there was an
explosion of white steam before the clods of the other explosion had
ceased to fall on us and the maquina commenced to speak ta-tat-tat-tal’
went the gypsy, shaking his two clenched fists up and down in front of
him, thumbs up, on an imaginary machine gun.™

Breathless? Punctuation is minimal to drive the speech forward and
convey a sense of excitement, but although it makes compelling
reading on paper, it is almost impossible to read aloud without suffer-
ing from oxygen starvation. Even conventional prose can cause
problems, because the writing obeys the rules of the written, rather
than the spoken word.

* Penguin, 1969, page 31.
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Figure 12 Write it as you intend to say it. Use contractions — they’ll sound more natural.
Write in pauses ... they help your copy - and you - to breathe (Andrew Boyd)

Writing for broadcast can mean tossing away literary conventions,
including the rules of grammar, if the words are to make sense to the
ear, rather than the eye. In print, shades of meaning are conveyed with
choice adjectives and skilful prose, but the spoken word makes use of a
medium which is altogether more subtle and powerful — the human voice.

TELLING THE
STORY If you find it difficult to put your thoughts down on paper clearly
and simply, use the trick of telling someone out loud what you want
to say, Your brain will throw out most of the padding automatically.
People talk more clearly than they write; so make your writing
more like your talking and your viewers will understand you
better.’ — HARRIS WATTS*

An accomplished reader can breathe life into the flat black marks
on a page, investing them with shades of light and dark, irony, pleasure
or distaste with nothing more than a minor variation in the pitch or
tone of his voice.

* On Camera, BBC, 1995.
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Conversational writing

For print journalists making the crossover into broadcasting and
graduates embarking on a career in radio or TV, the hardest adjust-
ment can be to break out of the literary mould imposed on us since
our schooldays. All the emphasis then was on the written word, but
everything in broadcasting is written to be spoken.

For many years BBC World Service journalists dictated copy to
secretaries to be sure their report was in a conversational style. Staffing
cuts and computers put paid to the secretaries, but good broadcast
journalists everywhere give the lie to the saying that talking to yourself
is the first sign of madness, by muttering stories under their breath
before committing them to the computer screen. A piece of broadcast
copy should sound natural to the ear and be easy to read out loud,
without causing the reader to stumble over words and gasp for breath.

Newswriting, which may look fine in print, can often sound stilted
and peculiar:

‘Judge Theodore T. Townshend (43), of 17 Withy Grove, Edmonton,
Alberta, has been found guilty of being in charge of a motor vehicle
whilst under the influence of alcohol.’

Picture yourself leaning on a bar telling the same story to a friend.
Chances are you would say something like, ‘Hey, have you heard — an
Alberta Fudge has been found guwilty of drunken driving!’

Without realizing it, you would have translated the written word into
the spoken word, and the broadcaster would do the same, leaving out,
of course the ‘Hey, have you heard. . .?” The broadcasting equivalent of
this attention grabber is the single (sounder, US) into the news bulletin.

The conversational approach would continue for the rest of the item:
Fudge Theodore Townshend, who’s 43 and hves at Withy Grove,
Edmonton. . . etc’ The middle initial and road number only clutter up
the story and so have been dropped. Any facts that are not vital should
be scrapped.

Similarly, broadcast news has no need of a mass of adjectives. For
television, the saying ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’ holds true
and the images presented by the cameras will tell the story more effec-
tively than any description. Where there are no accompanying illus-
trations, the nuances of inflection in the newsreader’s voice will paint
a picture as colourful as the most purple of prose.

‘At all times remember you are communicating with ONE person.
ONE-TO-ONE means YOU and just ONE listener.’
— COUNTY SOUND RADIO STYLEBOOK
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For the professional broadcaster there must be no such thing as ‘the
masses out there’. Images of a sea of upturned faces somewhere beyond
the studio lead only to megaphone newsreading and a style of writing
which turns every story into a proclamation.

The secret of communicating with an audience, however
large, is to write and speak as though you were talking to only
one person, and it helps if that person is someone you know
and like, rather than your worst enemy or boss.

Visualizing a single well-disposed listener warms up the approach,
makes it more personal, and avoids the trap of sounding patronizing.
Aim to talk to the audience and not at them.

The most important technique in communication is to meet people
where they are — at their level. Nothing enrages an audience more than
being talked down to, and few things bore them faster than hearing
talk which is above their heads. Broadcasting means just that: reach-
ing out to a broad cross-section of the community, and the skill lies
in pitching it so what you say satisfies roadsweepers and university
dons alike — no mean task.

When reporters learns to tell the story rather than write it they are
half-way there. The next stage is to realize that the broadcast audience
has different needs to the newspaper reader, and that those needs differ
again between radio and television.

Newspaper readers have one big advantage: they can read and re-read
the same item until they can make sense of it. But broadcasters have
only one chance to score with their audience. The information is fleet-
ing. As soon as it has passed, it has vanished into the ether and is lost
until the broadcast is repeated the following hour — if it is repeated at
all.

The onus on making sense of the news lies always with the
newswriter and newsreader, never with the audience. This
means the broadcast story has to be crystal clear the first time
of hearing. Clutter has to go and convoluted writing has to be
ironed out; clauses and sub-clauses dismantled and recon-
structed as new sentences if necessary.

The writer has to wield a ruthless logic in the way the story is
explained, moving the information unswervingly forward from point
to point. Mark Twain described the way a good writer constructed a
sentence:

‘He will make sure there are no folds in it, no vaguenesses, no
parenthetical interruptions of its view as a whole; when he has done
with 1t, it won’t be a sea-serpent, with half of its arches under the
water; it will be a torch-light procession.’

What do you think Mark Twain would have made of the following?
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‘The docks’ dispute, which is now in its 17th day, as 300 members of
the Transport Union, Britain’s second largest union, take strike action,
because of an overtime ban which has been in operation since
February 9, as well as unsocial hours, shows no sign of letting up,
despite warnings by the TGWU that lorry drivers could be asked to
black the port.’

Chances are you would have to read that through twice to be clear
about it, which means the story would have failed on radio or TV. Yet
all it needs is a little unravelling:

‘There’s still no sign of a let-up in the docks’ dispute, now in its 17th
day. This is despite warnings by the Transport Union, Britain’s second
biggest, that lorry drivers might be called on to black the port. 300
members of the TGWU have walked out in protest at unsocial hours
and a ban on overtime. The ban was imposed on February the 9th.’

In this written version, the one sentence of the original has become
four. The tangle of subsidiary clauses has been unravelled and
chopped into three short sentences. The story progresses logically and
the only kink which remains is the tiny subsidiary clause, ‘Britain’s
second biggest,” which is too small to restrict the flow of the sentence.

Notice too, that ‘February 9 which is standard newspaper style, has
been changed to the slightly longer, but more conversational, ‘February
the 9th’.

Sentences for broadcast need to be clear and declarative, containing
a minimum of different ideas. Simplicity and conciseness are the
watchwords, yet that does not mean that writing for the voice should
be devoid of style, energy or colour. Poetry, which is intended for
reading aloud, is often vivid and bursting with life.

Canada’s Broadcast News organization recommends a sentence
length of 20 to 25 words with one thought per sentence, but recog-
nizes the danger that, ‘strings of short sentences can be just as deadly as
overlong sentences, because they produce a staccato effect.’

Newspaper readers have the food in their own hands, they can feed
themselves and decide how long they want to spend chewing over an
item. But radio and TV audiences have to be fed the news. Many
stations assume an average attention span of about three minutes;
some rate it even shorter — around 90 seconds — but for even three
minutes of spoken information to be digested it has to be chopped up
into small chunks which are easy to swallow.

‘A high school teacher of mine once said short declarative
sentences are the best kind of writing. Writing should be as
concise and clear as possible.’

— PAUL CLEVELAND, ABC ASSIGNMENT MANAGER, ABC NEWS (US) LONDON
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An item which makes sense on paper where the punctuation is visible
can have an altogether different meaning when read aloud:

‘Sudan said the Eritrean leader has been found negligent in the
area of human rights.’

Just who has been found negligent and by whom comes down to a little
matter of punctuation, or lack of it, which can completely alter the
sense of the story:

‘Sudan,’ said the Eritrean leader, ‘has been found negligent in the
area of human rights.’

For broadcast, the copy style has to be unambiguous. Assuming the
second version of this hypothetical story is the correct one, it should
be re-written as follows:

‘The Eritrean leader said Sudan had been found negligent in the
area of human rights.’

Because listeners have to hold in their memory what has been said,
inverted sentences such as the one you are reading are to be avoided.
An inversion often demands that listeners retain information that is
without meaning until it is put into context. By the time that context
comes listeners may have forgotten what they were supposed to
remember or be terminally confused. This is how ot to do it:

Because of the fall in the mortgage rate, which has stimulated home
buying, house prices are going up again.’

Rather: ‘House prices are going up again. The fall in the mortgage
rate has led to an increase in home buying.’

State the point to begin with and then explain it, not the other way
round, and avoid beginning a sentence with ‘Because’ or ‘According
to’. Listeners can never refer back.

Plain English should not be confused with dull language; the English
tongue is too rich and varied for it ever to need to be boring. Plain
English does away with woolliness, wordiness, officialese and circum-
locution and replaces it with words and descriptions that are concrete
and direct.

Plain English is about rat-catchers and road sweepers, never rodent
operators or highway sanitation operatives. It is about straightforward
writing using commonly understood words, rather than those of a
Greek or Latin origin. As journalist Harold Evans put it, it is about
calling a spade a spade and not a factor of production.

The enemy of good writing is the official, the bureaucrat and the
so-called expert who uses words as a barrier to understanding instead
of as a means of communication. Their aim is to mystify rather than
enlighten. A good deal of the journalist’s time is spent translating their




FAMILIAR WORDS

EASY LISTENING

Conversational writing

gobbledygook into plain English so ordinary people can make sense of
1t.

The danger is that some reporters, out of deadline pressure or
laziness, may put something down on paper which they do not really
understand in the hope that those who hear it will. They will not.

Never run anything on air that does not make complete sense to
you. You will lose your audience and be playing into the hands of the
exponents of gobbledygook, who will chalk up another victory.

‘We use too much jargon. We're like doctors who don’t know how
to explain things to their patients.’
— REPORTER, CANADIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION*

‘Our job is to dejargonize, to declichefy, to make everything clear,
simple and concise.’
— BBC BUSH HOUSE NEWSROOM GUIDE

Speaking the layperson’s language also means using familiar words.
Prefer:

e Cut out to Excise

@ Destroy to Obliterate

® Against to Antagonistic to
e Talkative to Loquacious

e Truthful to Veracious

e Cancel to Abrogate

® Poverty to Penury

e Highest point to Zenith

If you use a word your listeners may not immediately understand, while
they are puzzling over its meaning, the information that follows will
vanish into the ether. By the time they reach for a dictionary or, more
likely, shrug and give up, they will have missed the rest of the news.

American broadcaster Irving E. Fang has researched into what makes
broadcast copy easy or difficult to understand. He devised the Easy
Listening Formula, which is based on the length of words in a
sentence. The idea is to add up all the syllables in a sentence, then
subtract from that the number of words. If the final score is higher
than 20, the sentence contains too many long and abstract words that
would make it hard to understand, and it should be subbed down.t
For example:

* The Independent, 30 Junc 1993.
1 Television News, Hasting House, 1972, p. 176.
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‘Boutros Boutros-Ghali, the United Nations Secretary General, has
called for UN peacekeepers in Burundi to guard aid workers as a
preventative measure which he believes could help avoid a repetition
of the tragic events in Rwanda, where relief staff became entangled
in the inter-tribal slaughter between Hutu and Tutsi.’ (Score 39)

Rewrite: ‘Boutros Boutros-Ghali, the United Nations Secretary
General, has called for UN peacekeepers in Burundi to guard aid
workers. (Score 15) He believes the troops could prevent a repetition
of events in Rwanda, where relief staff were caught up in violence
between Hutu and Tutsi. (Score 13)

Taking shades of grey and turning them into black and white for the
sake of simplifying an issue is often the mark of an inexperienced
journalist. Some precision might have to be sacrificed for the sake of
simplicity, but the final story should still give the facts accurately.

How would you translate the following ghastly, but typical, example
of officialese?

‘The Chairman observed that the Government loan of one million
dollars may serve to obviate the immediate necessity for the
termination of the contracts in question among non-full time ancillary
staff, but that this contingency could not be discounted at a later
period in the financial year in the event that funds became
exhausted.’

The following version, distilled from the facts above, may look plausi-
ble, but would be completely misleading:

‘The Chairman said the jobs of support staff had been spared for the
time being thanks to a million dollar handout by the Government,
but when the cash runs out later in the year, their jobs will have to
go.’

The above ‘translation’ makes the following fatal errors:

e First, the staff are part-time and on contract, which makes the stakes
arguably less high than if they had been full-time employees, as the
rewritten version implies by omission.

® Second, there is nothing definite about these contracts being spared;
‘may serve to obviate’, were the Chairman’s words.

@ Third, the ‘Government handout’ is not a handout at all, but a loan,
and loans, unlike handouts, need repaying.

e Fourth, it is not certain the cash will run out later in the year, and,

e Fifth, even if it does, it is by no means definite that those contracts
will be cut.

Below is a more accurate translation:

‘The Chairman said the jobs of part-time ancillary staff, whose
contracts have been under threat, may be safe for the time being,
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thanks to a million dollar loan from the Government. But he added
that job cuts could not be ruled out later if the money ran out.’

If you really want to bewilder your listeners, try sprinkling in the odd
word that means something other than most people imagine:

‘When asked about the road building, Councillor Joe McFlagherty
said he viewed the scheme with complete disinterest.’

To translate that as, ‘Councillor Joe McFlagherty said he could not care
less about the scheme’ would be to get the wrong end of the stick.
Disinterested should not be confused with uninterested which suggests
a lack of concern. ‘Disinterested’ means he had no personal or vested
interest in the project.

‘His alibi was that he had no reason to kill his own mother does not
make sense. Alibr means a plea that someone was somewhere else at
the time. Alibi is not synonymous with excuse.

The fleeting nature of broadcasting means that information tends to be
impressionistic, and radio in particular finds it difficult to convey techni-
cal details or abstract ideas. Precise instructions, complex abstractions or
statistics — anything, in fact, which is hard to picture in the mind — do not
come across well. Television has the powerful advantage of being able to
use graphics, captions and ilustrations to bring home a point, but even
then, it is easy to overload the medium with too much information. As
somebody once said: ‘Half of what you say is forgotten; the rest gets twisted.

The way to use the medium successfully is to keep statements
simple, direct, concrete and to the point, and to express them in a way
that everyone will readily understand.

Colloquialisms are acceptable for bringing home the meaning of a
story, but in-words and slang that have grown stale through overuse
will irritate listeners and should be avoided.

Metaphors and examples also help in putting over an idea. Radio
paints a picture in someone’s mind, but you cannot paint a picture of an
idea, a concept or an abstraction. You have to relate that to things people
are already familiar with, and that means using illustrations. For example:

Not: ‘The Chancellor is increasing taxation on spirits by imposing a
5 per cent increase in prices from midnight tonight.’

But: ‘A bottle of whisky will cost around 60 pence more from
midnight tonight. The Chancellor’s putting 5 per cent on all spirits,
which will push up the price of a short by about 4 pence.’

Not: ‘The Government’s given the go-ahead for a massive new tower
block in the centre of Wellington. Crane Towers is to be nine hundred
and eighty seven feet high.’

But: ‘.. .Crane Towers is to be almost a thousand feet high. . .that’s
taller than the Eiffel Tower and almost three times the height of St
Paul’s Cathedral.’
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The more abstract the words, the harder it gets to visualize what is
meant by them and the more likely we are to end up with a different
picture to the one the writer had in mind.

S.I. Hayakawa explains this with his ladder of abstraction idea,
which uses Bessie the cow as an example*. To the cowhand, Bessie is
a loveable old friend who gazes at him with her big brown eyes while
she chews the cud. To a visitor she is merely an old brown cow. To
the farm manager every cow on the farm is an item of livestock. To
the bookkeeper, livestock comes under the heading of farm assets. To
the accountant, assets are synonymous with wealth. Each step up the
abstraction ladder takes us one step further from faithful old Bessie.

Ask someone to imagine a cow and they might picture a beast very
different from Bessie; tell them ‘livestock’ and they could imagine a
pig or a sheep; ‘farm assets’ could be tractors or ploughs; ‘assets’ could
be anything saleable and ‘wealth’ might simply conjure up a picture
of a wad of notes. Poor old Bessie!

The journalist has something the audience wants — information.
They want it because it is new, important, and relevant to
them. But however much they need it, they will receive it only
if it is presented in a way that is interesting and entertaining.

At times, broadcasters will be required to tell their audience not
simply what they want to hear, but what they need to know. In
newsroom parlance, not every story is ‘sexy’ with instant listener
appeal. Some have to be worked at to draw out the point of interest.

The goings-on in the European Union, debates in the
Commonwealth or Congress and the workings of local government are
important areas which traditionally turn off a mass audience. The
challenge to the broadcaster is to demystify those issues by pointing
up their relevance in concrete terms that people can readily grasp and
relate to. To get that far, you have to begin by capturing audience
interest.

Turn people off, and they will simply turn you off. Hold their inter-
est, and you will help bring issues home to people they affect, and, by
raising public awareness, increase the accountability of those who make
the decisions.

One of the most obvious differences between written and spoken
English is the use of contractions. Words like, can’t, couldn’t, wouldn’t,
shouldn’t, we’ll, she’ll, they’ll, wasn’t, didn’t; and even, shouldn’t’ve and
can’t’ve, might look peculiar on paper, but are the substance of spoken
English. In your next conversation, try to avoid contractions and see
how difficult you find it and how stilted it sounds. Broadcasting is
about conversation, so contractions are a must.

* Language in Thoughts and Action, Harcourt Bracc and World, 1964, pp. 176-9, quoted in
Television News, p. 176.
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‘The Fire Chief said that they had tried everything but had not
succeeded in rescuing the mother and her child from the upper
window. “We are giving it all that we have got, but we cannot do
miracles. There has been no sign of them now for some time, and we
are afraid that it is probably already too late.”’

This might pass in print, but read out loud it becomes obvious the
story would not work on radio or TV. All it takes is a few deletions
and a smattering of apostrophes:

‘The Fire Chief said they’d tried everything but hadn’t succeeded in
rescuing the mother and her child from the upper window. “We’re
giving it all we've got, but we can’t do miracles. There’s been no sign
of them now for some time, and we're afraid it’s probably already too
late.””

A little contraction can be a dangerous thing. The shortened form can
confuse the ear and be misleading to the listener. ‘He couldn’t agree
to the proposal’, sounds very much like, ‘He could agree to the
proposal,’ and ‘She didn’t know who committed the murder’, could,
to someone listening with half an ear, sound like, ‘She did know who
committed the murder.’

There are times when NOT is too important a word to risk skipping
over it with a contraction. Put it in CAPITALS.

Spoken English has a rhythm of its own that differs from the written
word. The simple reason is that, with the exception of Hemingway’s
gypsy quoted above, people have to come up for breath every now
and again.

Sometimes sentences which look fine in print, sound unfinished
when read aloud, because they stray from the conventional rhythms
of speech. Usually where English is spoken, sentences will rise and fall
and end with the voice turned down; unless that sentence is a question,
when the voice will rise at the end.

While print journalists concentrate on cutting words out, broad-
casters will sometimes extend sentences to make them sound more
natural:

“The trial resumes at one,” may sound unfinished, while ‘the trial is
due to resume at one o’clock’ is longer but more rhythmic with a more
definite shape and conclusion.

The only rule, which supersedes most rules of grammar, is,
if it sounds right, it probably is right. In the end the copy has
to communicate, and if that means driving a coach and horses
through the flower beds of the Queen’s English, then so be it.

Another problem which can often show up only when the copy is
read out loud is that of the unintentional rhyme:
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‘Defence Counsel Simon Crayle said the jury could not fail to set these
men free on their not guilty plea, but the judge gave them three
months in jail.’

‘One defendant, a stocky Croatian, yelled no justice was done In
this nation. For disturbance in court, the judge said he ought to serve
six further months on probation.’

Jarring clashes of sound and potential tongue-twisters should also be
avoided:

‘At election offices throughout Throstlebury today, each party is
preparing to grind into gear for the great haul towards the imminent
general election.’

A little alliteration may occasionally be acceptable, but sometimes
several similar sounds spoken aloud sound stupid, while a superfluity
of hissing s and ¢ sounds sound sibilant. Say these sentences yourself
and see.

FIELDWORK

1 Take two daily newspapers, one popular, the other serious, and read
some of the stories out loud. Which newspaper style sounds more like
conversational English — the popular style or the serious style? What makes
the difference?

Take the hardest story to read aloud and go through it using Fang’s
Easy Listening Formula and give a score for each sentence. Then rewrite
the story using shorter sentences and words with fewer syllables untl it
satisfies the Easy Listening Formula. Now read it out loud and see how it
sounds. Is it any better? Can it still be improved?

2 Find a better way to write this story and to bring the point home:

‘The rate of inflation has continued to rise over the past 12 month
period, according to today'’s figures, which show that the retail
price of staple foodstuffs has increased by 10 per cent — 5 per cent
higher than the average inflation rate.’

3 Discuss the differences between:
Assassinate and Execute
Billion and Million
Injured and Wounded
Claim and Say
Imply and Infer
Fewer and Less
Black and Coloured

4 A new agricultural strategy for the country has been launched which
requires increased productivity by farmers. How would you cover the story
to make it sound interesting to a typical audience?
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5 Translate the following gobbledygook into plain English:

‘The Managing Director unequivocally reiterated his observation to
the Board that there was an immediate necessity for the
augmentation of differentials within the company to offer an
extended programme of pecuniary incrementation for senior
executives, for the prevention of the continuing and increasing
recruitment of not inconsiderable numbers of personnel in higher
management by overseas companies currently offering enhanced
salaries and more attractive inducements.’
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‘When you've got a thing to say,

Say it! Don’t take half a day. . .

Life is short — a fleeting vapour —
Don’'t you fill the whole blamed paper
With a tale, which at a pinch,

Could be covered in an inch!

Boil her down until she simmers,
Polish her until she glimmers.’

— JOEL CHANDLER HARRIS

Hard news is new and important information about events of signifi-
cance. Soft news and human interest items are stories run for their
entertainment value first and their information second.

In the hard news story for broadcast there is no room for padding.
The information must have the impact of an uppercut and connect
with the audience in the first sentence.

Before so much as rattling the keyboard, the journalist has to be clear
about which angle to take on the story. This will depend on where the
story occurred, what has been reported already, and what new facts
have emerged.

Take the example of an air crash. All 329 people on board were killed
when an Air India jumbo jet crashed off the west coast of Ireland. The
disaster made headlines throughout the world, but had special signifi-
cance in India and Canada. The Indian national airline was involved
and the plane had taken off from Toronto, bound for Bombay.

Apart from the international importance of the event, news media
of both nations had major local stories on their hands. The local angle
resurfaced time and again in India, Canada and around the world in
the villages, towns and cities where the passengers and crew had lived.

A number of different angles would have to be pursued. The first
is the fact of the crash, and the questions, ‘When where, why and how
many dead?’
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That same day two people die when a bomb explodes in a suitcase
unloaded from another Canadian flight, from Vancouver. The events
are too similar to be a coincidence. So the next angle is who planted
the bomb? Two militant groups claim responsibility; the Kashmir
Liberation Army, and the Sikh Dashmesh Regiment.

A reporter is assigned to produce a background item about terror-
ism in the sub-continent, looking at the history of these groups and
their possible motives.

As the names of local people on the passenger list filter back to
newsrooms stories would be prepared about the deceased, to be
followed perhaps by interviews with relatives.

Meanwhile, a new angle comes into play when search teams set out
to recover the wreckage. Eighteen days after the crash, the digital flight
recorder is found, putting the story back in the headlines. Three
months to the day after the plane went down, it makes big news again
when the inquest takes place at Cork, in Ireland.

Developing stories, which constantly throw up new angles and call for
different versions, are known as running stories. When a major running
story breaks, it is often more than a single reporter can do to keep up
with it, so a team is usually assigned to cover every possible angle.

Broadcast news can handle more complex stories by breaking the
information down point by point and giving it out in logical sequence.
But another problem can arise when the story has two angles of near
equal importance which both deserve a place in the introduction. This
is known as the multi-angled or umbrella story.

The way to tackle this is with a double intro — which is not to say
the intro should be double the length:

‘Today’s record crime figures reveal violence and sex attacks at an
all-time high . .. Police chiefs say the streets are turning into no-go
areas because of the shortage of trained officers.’

Here we have two stories, the first the escalating crime figures and the
second the equally dramatic police reaction to them — both would be
developed in the rest of the report.

Multi-angled stories may arise from one good story leading to an
equally good follow-up which beg to be combined. These can be
refreshed and kept running by updating and emphasizing different
angles in subsequent bulletins. Sometimes two stories arise separately
which need to be run together under an umbrella:

‘Sport. . .and it’s been a tremendous day for New Zealand’s athletes,
with success in the hundred metres at home and a swimming triumph
in Europe.’

Or: ‘More bad news for industry ... A smelting plant in Tema is to
close with the loss of more than 130 jobs, and 50 workers are to be
made redundant at a nearby steelworks.’
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Both examples begin with an umbrella statement which covers the two
stories in each and signposts what is to follow.

There is a tried and tested hard news formula which is used in
newspapers, radio and TV. It constructs the story by asking who, what,
when, where, why and how questions. Answers to these should give
most of the information required.

What has happened?
Where did it happen?
When did it happen?
Who  was involved?
How  did it happen?
Why  did it happen?
What does it mean?

Plus extra information, if there is time.

The news story begins with the most important facts, and backs
those up with detail, background and interpretation, constructed to get
the story across in a logical way that is clear and commands attention.
Newswriters for the BBC’s World Service are advised to tell listeners
all they need to know to understand the story and to stop there. No
question should be raised that cannot be answered.

‘The first sentence in a radio news story is all-important. It must
have, partly, the character of a headline. It must instantly establish
the subject in the listener’s mind, show him why the story is worth
hearing and signpost the direction it is going to take. But it should
not try to say too much.’ — BBC BUSH HOUSE NEWSROOM GUIDE

‘The story should ‘sell’ itself in the first line which should be
simple and punchy. My philosophy is that news should be lively
rather than worthy. Even If it's serious it doesn’t have to be boring.
The key is . .. if you enjoy the story, so will the audience.’

— KATRINA BALMFORTH, NEWS EDITOR, CHILTERN RADIO

Once the angle is established, the writer has to work out his/her intro-
duction (also known as intro or lead — UK, or headline sentence — US).
This is the first sentence or paragraph of the story and also the most
important. Its function is to:

e State the most significant point.

e Grab attention.

e Whet the appetite.

e Signpost the way into the rest of the story.
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The first twenty or thirty words are like the ornate fly which an angler
uses to lure the fish. The story opening has to be bright, attractive,
skilfully constructed and worthy of further investigation. Once listen-
ers are interested and take the bait you can reel them in with the rest
of the story.

The intro contains the most important point. If there has been an
art auction at which a masterpiece by Rubens has fetched a record
price, the main point will be the record sums paid for the painting.

To make it easier to select the main point, it can help to choose a
key word or short phrase which sums up whatever is most important
about the story.

The key word in the art auction story is ‘record’. If the story
concerned a car crash which had killed sixteen, the most important
point would be the sixteen deaths, not the crash. Car crashes happen
all the time, but they seldom claim so many lives, so ‘16 dead’ becomes
the key phrase.

To build up the story, it may help to imagine a newspaper headline
which could be worked up into an introduction. So, ‘Record price for
masterptece’ would be the starting place for the art auction story, and
‘Car crash kills 16> would do for the other.

Both stories would probably make national news, and would lead a
local news bulletin if they happened in an area covered by a radio or
TV station. The locality would become central to the story and the
line would change to, ‘Record price for masterpiece at New York art
auction’, and ‘Car crash in Lagos kills 16.°

Some stations also require the today angle to be pointed up in the
intro to heighten the immediacy of the story.

Lastly, as it would not do for broadcasters to speak in headlines,
these stories need reworking to turn them into conversational speech,
which is easily done.

‘The highest price ever paid for a masterpiece has been reached at
an art auction in New York.’

‘A multiple car crash in downtown Lagos has this morning claimed
the lives of 16 people.’

The ideal hard news intro or headline sentence should be
short - no longer than twenty to thirty words; uncluttered and
with no unnecessary detail; simple; direct and capable of
grabbing and holding interest.

Looking more closely at the second example above, it might seem
more direct to say, ‘16 people were killed this morming in a muluple car
crash in downtown Lagos.” This would get over the important infor-
mation and communicate well enough in print, but for broadcast news,
putting the main point right at the beginning of the story could create
a problem.
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Figure 13 Some news editors insist that copy is prepared on special cue sheets. This
example gives detailed information about when the story was written, when it was
intended for use and when it was actually broadcast. It also shows the recording was
made on location rather than in the studio or over the phone. This helps the producer
avoid putting too many similar sounding items in the bulletin.

The box at the bottom left of the sheet gives the title of the tape accompanying the
cue, its duration and last word, and the combined duration of the cue and tape.

The cue itself points up the local angle in the introduction and stress words are
marked by putting them in capitals (courtesy County Sound)
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The reader of a newspaper is led around the printed page by its
layout. Each story is clearly separated from the one before it and the
reader can choose which items to look at and which to ignore from the
headlines which also prepare for the information to come. Television
approaches this with its graphics and strong visual element, but in radio
the layout is invisible and sometimes inaudible. Stories are separated by
pauses and there is only the reader’s voice and the writer’s ability to
help the listener tell where one story ends and the next begins.

With radio the problem is compounded because people tend to listen
with half an ear while they tinker with the car, splash paint over the
ceiling or shout at the children. Absolute attention is usually reserved
for times of national crisis when the family huddles in silent anticipa-
tion around the receiver. Under normal circumstances, the first few
words of a story may easily slip by unnoticed. If the main point does
escape the audience, then by the time their attention is drawn back to
the story, the whole meaning of the piece may be lost. The broad-
caster should avoid putting key words right at the beginning.

‘A good radio news story takes the listener immediately to the heart of
the latest development in terms which anyone with a little intelligence
can understand. The story should be told in a way that reflects the
tone of the news — whether it’s tragic, exciting, amusing or whatever.’
— MICHAEL DODD, ABC (AUSTRALIA) FREELANCE FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT

Not all opening sentences follow the hard news formula. The feature,
human interest or soft news story is primarily for entertainment, so the
order in which the information is given becomes less important. What
matters most is that the story brings a moment of light relief to the
audience, and this calls for a different writing technique:

‘If you've got a thing about creepy crawlies and the thought of
stepping on a snake makes you sick, then spare a thought for Jeb
Winston from Canberra.

‘Jeb’s going to be surrounded by snakes ... many of them
poisonous . . . for up to a fortnight. He's planning to sit cross legged
in an eight by six tank with more than forty serpents to keep him
company in a bid to break the world record for snake-sitting.’

The hard news formula calls for the meat of the story in the first line,
but the introductory paragraph here teases the audience into wanting
to get to the bottom of the story by beginning with a tantalizing appeal
to the emotions.

The style is conversational, even anecdotal, and contrasts with the
brisk formality of hard news. The story is relaxed, and so is the style
of its writing and delivery. This easy-going and informal approach is
often used for cheerful end-of-bulletin items.
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Most bulletin stories will be written in the straight-backed, concise,
hard news style. But the same story can undergo a revolution in style
when written in greater detail for a longer programme. Where the
presenter is given room to be a ‘personality’, the writing will often
loosen up to take on a chattier, more relaxed and discursive approach:

Bulletin intro: ‘Three counties in New Mexico have been declared
disaster areas after a winter storm claimed the lives of five people.’

Programme intro: ‘The weather continues to make big news. Some
places have more snow than they can handle and others, it seems,
can not get enough of it. While St Paul in Minnesota is having to
import 600 tons of snow before it can stage its Winter Carnival,
elsewhere snowdrifts of up to seven feet are paralysing whole areas
and claiming lives. In New Mexico, three counties have been declared
disaster areas, after being hit by savage winter storms which killed
five people.’

The feature style, which leads the audience into the story rather than
presenting them with the facts in the first line, is used more freely
wherever greater emphasis is placed on entertainment and a lighter
touch than on straightforward and sometimes impersonal, hard news.

‘A story has to be built up logically. Start with an attention-
grabbing development — something new. Then give the story a
beginning, a middle and an end. You have to tell a tale.’

— MALCOLM DOWNING, AUSTRALIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION

Finding the intro is the hardest task in newswriting. Once that is settded
the rest of the item will usually fall into place.

The next step is to list the points in their logical order, construct-
ing a story that progresses from point to point without running back
on itself or leaving the listener dangling for an explanation.

Explanation usually follows the introduction, and after that comes
more detail (beware of clutter), and the tying up of loose ends. This
has been described as the WHAT formula:

W  What has happened? The introduction tells the story in brief.

H How did it happen? Explain the immediate background or
context.

A Amplify the introduction. Flesh out the main points in order
of importance.

T  Tie up loose ends. Give additional background material.

The final story should answer the questions, who, what, when, where,
why and how, though not necessarily in that order.
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The trickiest part is deciding which facts to include and
which to leave out. A 20-second story is only sixty words long,
which leaves no room for superfluous detail. Frequently,
important points have to give way if vital points are to remain.

The test of non-essential information is, does the audience need it
to make sense of the story, or will the story stand up without it?

In the case of our snake sitter above, his name and where he comes
from are important, but his middle names, the name of his road and
the number of his house are irrelevant. The details of how he and the
snakes will be fed over the fortnight might be interesting, but could be
dropped if space is short, while his chances of surviving unbitten and
what would happen if a snake did sink its fangs into him would be
well worth a mention.

Simply stated, the skill is to write up the information in order of
importance until space runs out and then leave the rest.

‘Tell 'em you're gonna tell 'em; tell 'em you’re tellin’ ’em; and tell
‘em you've told 'em.” ANON.

Broadcasting has one major limitation — the spoken word has an infuri-
ating habit of going in one ear and out the other. Research has shown
that people can only recall about two items in eight from the previous
night’s TV news.*

To beat these odds, the journalist has to write to create an impres-
sion rather than trying to force-feed an audience with facts which
are no sooner heard than forgotten. The art is to decide on the one
lasting impression you want to leave your audience, which will
usually be the main point of the story, and then to subtly push that
point home throughout. This is called signposting, and it works like
this:

Murder charges are being drawn up after a prisoner accused of
blasphemy was allegedly tortured to death in police custody in
Pakistan.

Under Pakistan’s Sharia religious law the penalty for blasphemy is
death. But Mukhtar Masih was killed before his case could come to
court.

Masih - a Christian — was charged with sending a blasphemous
letter to the leader of a mosque.

The note bore his name and address. If he had written it himself
he would have been signing his own death warrant.

Masih died within 24 hours of being taken into police custody. An
autopsy showed he had been beaten with a blunt instrument,

* Laurie Taylor and Bob Mullen, Uninvited Guests, Chatto and Windus, 1986.
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Lahore’s High Court Prosecutor, Naeem Shakir, is filing a murder
charge against two police officers.

Human rights campaigners say the case is another example of an
individual being falsely accused of blasphemy to settle a grudge.
They’re calling for the law to be changed.

There are three key elements to this story: murder, blasphemy and
their location — Pakistan. There is also a twist — the allegation that the
police themselves committed the crime. All four points are combined
in the intro, which sets the scene for the story.

The story is complicated and needs some explaining. So the second
paragraph places the events in context. It takes care to explain that the
Sharia is the religious law. Then it contrasts the legal death penalty
with the unlawful killing.

The next two paragraphs explain why Masih was suspected of
blasphemy — then raise an important question about the evidence.

The following paragraph returns to his death in police custody and
explains why murder charges may be brought.

By creating contrasts these four paragraphs help us to see the wood
for the trees.

Then we are brought up to date by returning to the main angle of
the story, which was signposted in the intro: the charges against the
police. That fact is amplified to tell us who is bringing the charge.

Finally the story is rounded off by placing the whole event in a wider
context to illustrate its significance.

The aim is to make the message of the story inescapably clear.
Signposting picks out the thread of the argument without requiring the
audience to backtrack, which is impossible over the air. The skill lies
in highlighting and restating the main points without making them
sound like repetition.

The last line should round off the story and point ahead to any next
developments. This is the ‘zell ’em you’ve told em’ part of the signpost-
ing. A story about trouble on the roads could end:

‘

. and difficult driving conditions are expected to continue until
much later this evening.’

A story about an unofficial bus strike, could finish:

‘Bus drivers will be meeting their union leaders this afternoon to try
to persuade them to make the strike official.’

Both closings refer back to the events in question (conditions on the
roads; the bus strike) and show the way ahead (difficult conditions
continuing into the evening; the meeting with union leaders).
Another way to round off a story is for the presenter to pick up on
the end of audio or film footage with a final comment. This is known
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